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This project explores how domestic hunger is understood and addressed in Aotearoa 
New Zealand, and the development and institutionalisation of food charity. A charitable 
solution is at odds with a state’s legal obligations to realise the human right to adequate 
food of all its citizens, as outlined to in numerous United Nations treaties. It is therefore 
inconsistent that Aotearoa New Zealand is a signatory to multiple treaties of this kind, 
yet the dominant model for responding to food hunger is charity. Using a critical 
qualitative approach and human dignity as a research lens, I explore both the macro-
socio-economic context in which food charity exists in the country, and the micro-level 
lived experiences of those who depend on it. 
I start my investigation by exploring the dominant economic model of neoliberalism, 
including its influences on human dignity—its definition and how it is experienced—
before moving onto examining the place food charity has in mitigating, reproducing, 
and contesting this ideology, and the impacts this has had on the dignity of those it is 
attempting to assist. I use this as a foundation from which to explore the socio-economic 
context of Aotearoa New Zealand, beginning with an examination of the country’s 
historical context, with a focus on the colonisation of Aotearoa and the establishment of 
capitalism, and the introduction of neoliberal policies. I then evaluate the existence of 
domestic hunger today and delve into the state’s understanding of food security and the 
policies it has enacted that both follow and reinforce this understanding. Within this 
overall framework, I then hone in on the historical development of food charity in the 
country, concentrating particularly on attitudes towards food charity as well as those 
who depend on it. 
Using this as a contextual backdrop, I introduce the personal experiences of food charity 
of 55 residents of Ōtepoti-Dunedin, a city in the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
Using a critical hermeneutic phenomenology and inductive thematic analysis, I organise 
the stories they shared into three main themes that consider the indignities of: living in 
poverty; the systems in place to address domestic hunger—food charity and social 
welfare; and food charity interactions. 
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Reflecting on both my macro and micro-level analyses, I concentrate on the significance 
of human dignity in people’s lives, particularly as it relates to how neoliberal tenets 
have shaped and capitalised on narrow understandings of dignity. I then investigate how 
food charity has inadvertently amplified neoliberal narratives, focusing on those of 
social (un)acceptability, (in)dependency, and (un)deservingness, and how the denial of 
choice, rights, and power relations within food charity spaces has been detrimental to 
food parcel recipients’ sense of dignity. Finally, I consider how, despite the indignities 
associated with and experienced within food charities, dignity is also present in the 
relational components. I then end by reflecting on the place of the human right to 
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1  Introduction 
This thesis sets about to explore the intersection between hunger, neoliberalism, and 
human dignity from the perspectives of food parcel recipients and within the wider 
socio-economic context in a high-income country: Aotearoa New Zealand (A/NZ). In 
this introductory chapter, I will start by taking a wide-angled look at how domestic 
hunger is generally understood in high-income countries, before focusing in on my case 
study. I will then provide an overview of my research approach and the key concept I 
used for my investigation—human dignity—before honing in on my research site and 
where I fit as the researcher. 
1.1 Domestic Hunger in High-Income Countries 
Perhaps because of its biological undertones, the term “hunger” presents itself as a word 
that describes most plainly and most keenly the issue at hand: people do not have 
enough food and/or are not accessing food that is of an adequate nutritional value. 
In his latest publication to date, Graham Riches emphasises the need for hunger to be 
“named for what it is.”1 Acknowledging that terms such as food insecurity, food 
poverty, and malnourishment are removed from the vocabulary of those for whom these 
concepts are their lived realities, he opts, instead, for the term “domestic hunger.” Yet, 
he points out the importance of not focusing on the problem of hunger as being only a 
lack of food: the word also reflects a lack of income, as well as a lack of power, and 
poses a moral and political, along with economic, question. It is not only biological but 
has deeper societal associations: “hunger is both a natural condition created through 
complex biochemical processes, as well as a social process produced through power 
relations dictating who eats what and how much, and who goes hungry.”2 
Invariably, when this concept is broached, it is primarily regarded as a low-income 
countries problem, provoking images of children living in hot countries who appear to 
be composed of nothing more than skin and bones or look as if they are weighed down 
 
1 Graham Riches, Food Bank Nations: Poverty, Corporate Charity and the Right to Food (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 
2018), 21. 
2 Nik Heynen, “Justice of Eating in the City: The Political Ecology of Hunger,” in In the Nature of Cities: Urban 
Political Ecology and the Politics of Urban Metabolism, ed. Nik Heynen, Maria Kaika, and Erik Swyngedouw 
(London, UK: Routledge, 2006), 129. 
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by their bloated stomachs; who do not even have enough energy to swat away the flies 
settling on their wasted bodies. Granted, this form of hunger is not a high-income 
country problem: there are no news reports of famines in such states; no publications 
declaring disturbingly high figures of child stunting and wasting. And, in countries that 
export food in the realm of billions of dollars on a daily basis, suffering of such an 
avoidable affliction should be unimaginable. 
Yet, clearly, domestic hunger exists in high-income countries: there are media accounts 
of children arriving for their morning classes without eating breakfast; people working 
two jobs, but still dependent on food charity; parents—the greater majority mothers—
eating less or nothing for the sake of their children. And the issue is not simply lacking 
food but lacking nutritious food: “hidden hunger” is all too present and can be 
witnessed as an individual being overweight; families reduced to diets that do not meet 
their health requirements; children who are morbidly obese; adults dying young due to 
diet-related diseases.  
A main difference between low-income and high-income countries is that there is no 
resource-based reason for domestic hunger to exist in the latter, i.e., such countries have 
the financial means to ensure that there are no shortages of (nutritious) food. The 
problem, therefore, is not a lack of food, but a lack of access, which, in a capitalist 
society, equates to having an income sufficient enough to be able to purchase adequate 
food and/or the resources to grow it. There are clearly tangible resolutions, i.e., ensuring 
everyone has access to an adequate income either through social welfare or adequately 
compensated employment. With the ability to ensure not only food availability, but 
access through the provision of adequate incomes, it has therefore been argued by 
academics and activists that what is missing is political will to both acknowledge the 
severity of the issue and take effective action.3 
Instead, many high-income country governments are normalising the existence of 
domestic hunger,4 justifying inaction, an idea that is—at least inadvertently—supported 
 
3 Christina M. Pollard and Sue Booth, “Food Insecurity and Hunger in Rich Countries—It Is Time for Action against 
Inequality,” International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 16, no. 10 (2019), 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph16101804. 
4 For example, the UK, the USA, and Canada. Brian Stauffer, “Going to the Bank for Food, Not Money: The 




by the United Nations (UN), which, when reporting on global hunger, fails to include 
such states. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a more recent attempt to 
include both low- and high-income countries: the UN Development Programme’s blurb 
on Goal 2—“Zero Hunger”—outlines that “all forms of hunger and malnutrition” 
should be eradicated by 2030, “making sure all [my italics] people—especially 
children—have access to sufficient and nutritious food all year.”5 Yet, the message that 
hunger is a low- and a high-income country problem has again been lost: focus has been 
placed specifically on small-scale farmer support and land, technology, and market 
access.6 
I would argue that there are three main ways such inaction is justified in high-income 
countries. One is summed up in the title of an article written by Friel, Vlahov, and 
Buckley: “No Data, No Problem, No Action.”7 Hunger within high-income countries is 
not reported because it is not routinely measured using comparable measurements. As 
Riches has underlined, the first move that must be made by governments is an 
assessment of how many people are hungry.8 Instead, they favour estimations calculated 
using proxy measurements, e.g., national poverty lines, or, worse, foodbank use.9 
Thereby, it is not an issue because it is not measured, and it is not measured because 
certain actors do not want it to be regarded as an issue.  
The second is relativity: “everyone” in high-income countries has access to running 
water, electricity, etc., ergo, under the banner of hunger being an “African country” 
affliction that one witnesses on Al Jazeera, no one can be genuinely hungry, and any 
hunger present is deemed an acceptable level. However, as economist Amartya Sen 
explains, poverty is not simply a lack of money, but a lack of capabilities;10 therefore, to 
be hungry in a high-income state is still to be hungry because, where obvious disparity 
 
5 “Goal 2: Zero Hunger,” United Nations Development Programme, par. 3, accessed 11 November, 2020, 
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-2-zero-hunger.html. 
6 United Nations Development Programme, “Goal 2: Zero Hunger.” 
7 Sharon Friel, David Vlahov, and Robert M. Buckley, “No Data, No Problem, No Action: Addressing Urban Health 
Inequity in the 21st Century,” Journal of Urban Health: Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine 88, no. 5 
(2011), https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-011-9616-z. 
8 Riches, Food Bank Nations: Poverty, Corporate Charity and the Right to Food. 
9 As proven in a Canadian study, the number of people who use foodbanks does not respond to a population’s 
household food insecurity. Rachel Loopstra and Valerie Tarasuk, “Food Bank Usage is a Poor Indicator of Food 
Insecurity: Insights from Canada,” Social Policy and Society 14, no. 3 (2015).  
10 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
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exists between the rich and poor, people lack capabilities or opportunities for personal 
development. In this respect, the poverty of a person on a minimum wage or who is 
homeless in Europe is comparable to that of a person who is unable to access food 
regularly in Africa, because to live in food poverty is not simply to lack the very basic 
essentials, but also what could be deemed non-essentials in the society one lives. 
The third reason—and the focus of this thesis—is that there is a false belief that hunger 
is being addressed by food charity, primarily in the form of foodbanks, which is 
evidenced through their institutionalisation:11 food access is therefore available for those 
who need it in the form of free food parcels. However, this form of access is socially 
unacceptable and undignified, an issue that has been documented by academics and 
activists alike in numerous high-income countries around the world, including the UK,12 
Canada,13 the US,14 and the Netherlands.15 
What the researchers referenced have in common is that they promote a more dignified 
counter-approach to one founded on charity: one based on the human right to adequate 
food, a human right that has been globally acknowledged by numerous states through 
the ratification of binding treaties, the recognition of voluntary guidelines, and political 
commitment at world summits.16 They portray this human right as part of a strategy of 
resistance to the “norm” of food charity: 
 
11 For example, in the UK and Canada. Martin Caraher and Robbie Davison, “The Normalisation of Food Aid: What 
Happened to Feeding People Well?,” Emerald Open Research 1, no. 3 (2019), 
https://doi.org/10.12688/emeraldopenres.12842.2; Food Banks Canada, Hungercount 2018, Food Banks Canada 
(Mississauga, Canada, 2019). 
12 Hannah Lambie-Mumford, “The Rise of Food Charity: Issues and Challenges,” Geography 101 (2016). 
13 Graham Riches, “Food Banks and Food Security: Welfare Reform, Human Rights and Social Policy. Lessons from 
Canada?,” Social Policy & Administration 36, no. 6 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9515.00309. 
14 Rebecca de Souza, Feeding the Other: Whiteness, Privilege, and Neoliberal Stigma in Food Pantries 
(Massachusetts, USA: The MIT Press, 2019). 
15 Hilje van der Horst, Stefano Pascucci, and Wilma Bol, “The “Dark Side” of Food Banks? Exploring Emotional 
Responses of Food Bank Receivers in the Netherlands,” British Food Journal 116, no. 9 (2014). 
16 Anne C. Bellows, María Daniela Núñez Burbano de Lara, and Roseane do Socorro Gonçalves Viana, “The 
Evolving Nature of the Human Rights Syetm and the Development of the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition 
Concept,” in Gender, Nutrition, and the Human Right to Adequate Food: Toward an Inclusive Framework, ed. Anne 
C. Bellows et al. (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2016). Including the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (articles 25 
and 27), the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (articles 12 and 14), 
the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (article 28), the 1951 Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees (article 20), and, although not directly, the 2007 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
and the 1989 International Labour Organization Convention 169 Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in 
Independent Countries. The human right to adequate food was reaffirmed at the three World Food Summits held in 
1974, 1996, and 2002, and at the 1969 Declaration on Social Progress and Development and the 1974 Universal 
Declaration on the Eradication of Hunger, and was included in the 2000 Millennium Declaration. In 2004, states even 
debated and devised their own set of guidelines to assist them in creating national policies that would fulfil the human 
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Charity is not an appropriate solution to end hunger. Charity depoliticises the 
issue of hunger, making it a personal and private issue, not a public one. Unlike 
entitlements, charity does not confer upon people guaranteed rights, but rather 
traffics in the language of gratitude […] Charity silences civic participation and 
resistance.17  
Despite states’ apparent eagerness to promote the human right to adequate food on the 
international stage, this has repeatedly not translated into national policy and legislation 
within high-income countries, reluctance that is even more pronounced when compared 
to action taken in low-income countries.18 As Tomaso Ferrando frankly puts it,  
Internationally in terms of law the right to food is already there. […] The 
problem is that individual countries don’t give a shit about what is happening. 
Pushing for the explicit recognition of the right to food in law is not introducing 
new law or ideas, it is strengthening the obligation that is already there and 
giving the people more tools in order to claim for what they have a right to. 
What it will take and how it will look will really depend on the political will.19 
To understand the core reasons behind this apparent lack of political will, one must turn 
to the overarching neoliberal capitalist economic model. Neoliberalism is a convoluted, 
highly contested concept, so much so that Dunn argues for its abolition,20 and Chait 
reduces it to a slur used by those on the left.21 It was not until October 2016 that 
economists at the Adam Smith Institute—Britain’s leading free market neoliberal think 
tank—finally came out as neoliberals, demonstrating to the world that they were no 
longer apprehensive about defending this global order.22 Even its suffix is a cause for 
debate: today, many prefer to use the term “neoliberalisation” as opposed to 
 
right to adequate food within their own borders: the “Voluntary Guidelines to support the Progressive Realization of 
the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security.” 
17 de Souza, Feeding the Other: Whiteness, Privilege, and Neoliberal Stigma in Food Pantries, 50. 
18 According to an extensive report compiled by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations—and 
at the time of writing—only 29 countries explicitly recognise the human right to adequate food: Mexico is the only 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development country, and all of them are in the lower 75 percentile of 
the Human Development Index. “The Right to Food around the Globe: Level of Recognition,” Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations, 2020, accessed 13 November, 2020, http://www.fao.org/right-to-food-around-
the-globe/level-of-recognition/en/. 
19 Liam Geraghty, “The UN Poverty Report Shows That We Need to Fight for the Right to Food,” The Big Issue, 30 
May, 2019, pars. 12-13, https://www.bigissue.com/latest/the-un-poverty-report-shows-that-we-need-to-fight-for-the-
right-to-food/. 
20 Bill Dunn, “Against Neoliberalism as a Concept,” Capital & Class 41, no. 3 (2016), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309816816678583. 
21 Jonathan Chait, “How ‘Neoliberalism’ Became the Left’s Favorite Insult of Liberals,” The National Interest, July 
16, 2017, https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2017/07/how-neoliberalism-became-the-lefts-favorite-insult.html. 




“neoliberalism,” feeling that it denotes an ongoing process as opposed to a completed 
project.23 
Despite these reservations and contentions, “something is going on worth naming,”24 
and, presently at least, “there is no effective substitute.”25 As outlined by Monbiot, 
neoliberalism is “the ideology that dominates our lives,”26 and, within the economic, 
social, and political spheres of capitalist states, it continues to be a “trademark of our 
times.”27 Recognised as “the most successful ideology in world history,”28 Harvey 
describes it as “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-
being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 
within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free 
markets, and free trade.”29 This involves the principles of “individualism, the value of 
market primacy, the need for the privatisation of state services, and the introduction of 
managerialism into organisations, in order to inculcate neoliberal values of self-
determination and self-reliance in the maintenance of welfare and wellbeing.”30 
Many accounts of neoliberalism focus on how the economic system has been a scourge 
to low-income economies.31 However, it has also negatively affected richer countries 
because “[t]he model is […] designed to work against the people, wherever they are, 
with the sole exception of the mega-rich and the mega-powerful”32—it is at least non-
discriminatory in that respect. Yet, neoliberal policy manifestation has differed in high-
 
23 Jamie Peck, “Zombie Neoliberalism and the Ambidextrous State,” Theoretical Criminology 14 (2010), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362480609352784. 
24 Nik Heynen et al., “Introduction: False Promises,” in Neoliberal Environments: False Promises and Unnatural 
Consequences, ed. Nik Heynen et al. (New York, USA: Routledge, 2007), 4. 
25 Elizabeth Strakosch, Neoliberal Indigenous Policy: Settler Colonialism and the “Post-Welfare” State (London, 
UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 35. 
26 George Monbiot, “Neoliberalism—the Ideology at the Root of All Our Problems,” The Guardian, 15 April 2016, 
par. 1, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/apr/15/neoliberalism-ideology-problem-george-monbiot. 
27 Vicente Navarro, “Neoliberalism as a Class Ideology; or, the Political Causes of the Growth of Inequalities,” 
International Journal of Health Services 37, no. 1 (2007): 47. 
28 P. Anderson, “Renewals,” New Left Review 1, no. 5 (2000): 17. 
29 David Harvey, Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005), 2. 
30 Eileen Oak, “Methodological Individualism for the Twenty-First Century? The Neoliberal Acculturation and 
Remoralisation of the Poor in Aotearoa New Zealand,” 12, no. 1 (2015): 2, https://doi.org/10.11157/sites-
vol12iss1id271. 
31 Concerning terminology, I will follow the World Bank’s classification based on income data for simplicity. World 
Bank, “World Bank Country and Lending Groups.” 
32 Philip B. Smith and Manfred Max-Neef, Economics Unmasked: From Power and Greed to Compassion and the 
Common Good (Devon, UK: Green Books, 2012), 155. 
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income countries: “neoliberalism is largely experienced as emergent rather than 
imposed, domestic rather than international, and state rather than private sector led.”33 
Politically, the economic philosophies of neoliberalism include freedom of choice, 
marketisation, and privatisation. In lieu of the government, a main premise of neoliberal 
ideology is that confidence is placed in a “self-regulated” market, based on the notions 
of laissez-faire and non-state intervention. As explained by Drolet, neoliberalism 
aims at bringing all fields of human activity under the aegis of the market, and 
proposes that the state should create markets where they do not exist: health 
care, social security and education, for example […] [I]t favours a more laissez-
faire approach that in practice has favoured the development of a monopolistic-
oligopolistic form of capitalism.34 
Societally, the main indicators are hard work, volunteerism, and individualisation in the 
form of self-help and self-reliance.35 Within the market, individuals are regarded as 
being responsible for their own well-being, primarily through paid work: “society is 
simply constituted by the rational actions and interactions of purposeful human agents 
engaged in business transactions.”36 Neoliberal meritocracy indoctrinates society to 
believe that success is achieved by one’s own talents and effort—while reinforcing 
privilege, as will be discussed below. Responsibility for failure is thereby on the 
shoulders of the individual. 
Jim Bolger, A/NZ’s Prime Minister from 1990 to 1997 and leader of the Fourth 
National Government, stated in an interview for the Radio New Zealand series “The 9th 
Floor” that neoliberal economic policies had failed in the country, having led to the 
spoils of economic growth reaching only the few at the top and a rise in social 
inequality.37 These sentiments have been upheld by the current prime minister, Jacinda 
Ardern, and her former deputy, Winston Peters.38 It is true that the notion of a 
 
33 Strakosch, Neoliberal Indigenous Policy: Settler Colonialism and the “Post-Welfare” State, 35. 
34 Jean-François Drolet, American Neoconservatism: The Politics and Culture of a Reactionary Idealism (New York, 
USA: Columbia University Press, 2011), 95. 
35 Robert McMaster, “The Welfare State and Privatization,” in The Elgar Companion to Social Economics, ed. John 
B. Davis and Wilfred Dolfsma (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015). 
36 Drolet, American Neoconservatism: The Politics and Culture of a Reactionary Idealism, 95. 
37 Jim Bolger, “Episode 3: Jim Bolger,” interview by Guyon Espiner, The 9th Floor, 21 April, 2017, 
http://www.radionz.co.nz/programmes/the-9th-floor/story/201840999/the-negotiator-jim-bolger. 
38 Henry Cooke, “Jacinda Ardern Says Neoliberalism Has Failed,” Stuff, 12 September, 2017, 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/96739673/jacinda-ardern-says-neoliberalism-has-failed; Jo Moir, “Winston 
Peters Dismisses ‘Irresponsible Capitalism’ of Other Parties with New Economic Policy,” Stuff, 16 July, 2017, 
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“trickledown effect” of wealth, with its promise of increased prosperity for all, has been 
exposed for the falsehood and “moral vacuum” it always was.39 However, if one 
concedes that the main goal of neoliberalism was the restoration of power to the 
richest,40 then neoliberalism succeeded. Power was placed into the hands of those with 
capital—and those whose aim it is to accumulate more41—in line with the neoliberal 
mantra that sets capital accumulation as the ultimate objective, no matter the social 
cost.42 Therefore, it is not by chance—let alone mistake—that the majority of wealth is 
in the manicured hands of the top “1 percent.”43 Those with purchasing power possess 
economic and political control; in essence, they govern all that is important, as all 
aspects of life that are important produce wealth: housing, electricity, water, food, etc. 
Far from being a design fault, the accumulation of power and money, and thereby the 
increase of social and economic inequality, is the design. As described by Harvey, 
“neoliberal thought provides a benevolent mask of wonderful-sounding words like 
freedom, liberty, choice, and rights, to hide the grim realities of the restoration or 
reconstitution of naked class power, locally as well as internationally, but most 
particularly in the main financial centers of global capitalism.”44 
An ideology that safeguards, promotes, and justifies social disparities clearly cannot 
resolve them. In this respect, not only is there an indifference to a social issue like 
domestic hunger, but, arguably, this economic model is the most pervasive entity 
involved in markedly exacerbating and instigating this issue.45 Hunger is not a problem 




39 Riches, Food Bank Nations: Poverty, Corporate Charity and the Right to Food, 33. 
40 Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent: Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution (Cambridge, USA: 
Harvard University Press, 2004); Harvey, Brief History of Neoliberalism. 
41 Andrew Ives, “Neoliberalism and the Concept of Governance: Renewing with an Older Liberal Tradition to 
Legitimate the Power of Capital,” Mémoire(s), Identité(s), Marginalité(s) dans le Monde Occidental Contemporain 
14, no. 14 (2015), https://doi.org/10.4000/mimmoc.2263. 
42 Harvey, Brief History of Neoliberalism. 
43 David W. Hursh and Joseph A. Henderson, “Contesting Global Neoliberalism and Creating Alternative Futures,” 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 32, no. 2 (2011), 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2011.562665. 
44 Harvey, Brief History of Neoliberalism, 119. 
45 Kwame Sundaram Jomo and Jacques Baudot, Flat World, Big Gaps: Economic Liberalization, Globalization and 
Inequality (London, UK: Zed Books, 2007). 
46 George Kent, Caring About Hunger (Nössemark, Sweden: Irene Publishing, 2016), 21. A well-fed person might 
have more capacity to work, but a hungry person is more willing. Therefore, as much as low paying employment 
causes hunger, so hunger creates low paying employment. 
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To add insult to injury, marketplace thinking conceives solutions that fail to effectively 
address social problems—at least to the benefit of those enduring them—tending to be 
either technological, e.g., produce more food, or charitable, i.e., an issue that should be 
addressed by the voluntary sector. This is wrapped up in “food security”: originating 
from the “corridors of global power,”47 this concept is ambivalent as to what policy 
should include to reach its end goals, leaving itself open to “neoliberal co-optation and 
redefinition in terms of a good to be delivered by an integrated world food market.”48 
Despite possessing a similar definition to the human right to adequate food,49 food 
security is not a legal concept and does not enforce obligations on the state or provide 
entitlements to civil society as this human right does. 
Portraying domestic hunger as either a technical or philanthropic problem removes 
“considerations of power relations, inequality, or inherent structural problems.”50 
Political will—or commitment—is not only lacking within both of these approaches, as 
responsibility is passed onto the private and/or public sector but justified through the 
shift in focus. 
1.2 The Case Study 
My research focuses on domestic hunger in one high-income country: A/NZ. Despite 
being repeatedly omitted from world maps,51 the country has a well-respected persona 
on the international stage with agnomens that include “God’s own country,” “Paradise 
of the Pacific,” and “green, clean New Zealand.” And who can forget the stunning 
images captured by Peter Jackson in his adaptation of Tolkien’s best-known works? The 
advertising campaign “100% Pure New Zealand” has been running since 1999, 
promoting the country in various forms—100% Pure Relaxation, 100% Pure Adrenalin, 
 
47 Madeleine Fairbairn, “Framing Resistance: International Food Regimes and the Roots of Food Sovereignty,” in 
Food Sovereignty: Reconnecting Food, Nature and Community, ed. Hannah Wittman, Annette Desmarais, and Nettie 
Wiebe (Fernwood Publishing: Black Point, USA, 2010), 22. 
48 Julian Germann, “The Human Right to Food: “Voluntary Guidelines” Negotiations,” in Hegemonic Transitions, the 
State and Crisis in Neoliberal Capitalism, ed. Y. Atasoy (London, UK: Routledge, 2009), 130. 
49 “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.” World Food 
Summit, World Food Summit Plan of Action (Rome, Italy: FAO, 1996), par. 1. 
50 Laura Dawn Friesen, “The Failures of Neoliberal Food Security and the Food Sovereignty Alternative,” USURJ 
University of Saskatchewan Undergraduate Research Journal 4, no. 1 (2017): 5, 
https://doi.org/10.32396/usurj.v4i1.219. 




100% Pure You, 100% Middle-earth—but always centred around the country’s 
abundance of natural beauty.52 
Statistically, A/NZ demonstrates a very high Human Development Index of 0.913, 
placing it ninth in the world ranking.53 It has a Better Life Index of above average (6.5) 
at 7.3 as of 2020,54 and was listed eighth out of 157 in the Ranking of Happiness (2017-
2019).55 It also ranks well in regard to its human rights stance, having signed seven of 
the nine core key human rights treaties.56 It is not listed on the Global Hunger Index, 
and the state is working towards realising the SDGs and achieving the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.57 It has even been heralded for its compassionate Prime 
Minister, Jacinda Arden, current leader of the Labour Party.58 
However, as Pollard, Begley, and Landrigan identify in regard to A/NZ’s neighbour, 
Australia, when a country is revered in such a way that it can take a certain moral high 
ground, it can be reluctant to admit that there are issues regarding social, health, and 
food inequality that need to be addressed.59 In a country that is prosperous, free of 
conflict, and agriculturally self-sustaining, a high level of food security is assumed, but 
that, of course, by no way means that the small pockets of those who are food insecure 
should be any less disregarded, especially when the reason behind their insecurity is 
predominantly systemic. 
 
52 “100% Pure New Zealand,” New Zealand Tourism, accessed 21 December, 2020, 
https://www.tourismnewzealand.com/about/what-we-do/campaign-and-activity/. 
53 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2015 (New York, USA: UNDP, 2015). 
54 “New Zealand,” OECD, 2020, accessed 2 January, 2021, http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/countries/new-
zealand/. 
55 John F. Helliwell et al., eds., World Happiness Report 2020 (New York, USA: Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network, 2020). 
56 It has signed the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Convention against Torture and Other 
Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. To date, it has not signed the International 
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance and the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families. “Ratification Status for New 
Zealand,” OHCHR, accessed 22 September, 2020, 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=124&Lang=EN. 
57 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, He Waka Eke Noa—Towards a Better Future, Together. New Zealand’s 
Progress Towards the SDGs—2019 (Wellington, NZ: Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019). 
58 “The World’s Top 50 Thinkers 2020: The Winner,” Prospect, accessed 20 December, 2020, 
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/the-worlds-top-50-thinkers-2020-the-winner. 
59 Christina Pollard, Andrea Begley, and Tim Landrigan, “The Rise of Food Inequality in Australia,” in Food Poverty 
and Insecurity: International Food Inequalities, ed. Martin Caraher and J. Coveney (Switzerland: Springer 
International Publishing, 2015). 
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The hunger situation in the US has been labelled a paradox of plenty,60 and the same 
can be said of A/NZ. The country has a GDP per capita PPP as of 2015 of 
approximately US $40,943, placing it 35th out of 185 in Global Finance’s list of the 
world’s richest countries as of 2020.61 According to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s (OECD) latest economic surveys, the economic growth of 
this Australasian country has been faster than in most other OECD countries, and 
employment is high.62 According to 2016 data from the “Buy from New Zealand” 
section of its website, New Zealand Trade & Enterprise had boasted how the country’s 
home grown produce, which consists of 7,500 animal products and 3,800 dairy 
products, was enough to feed over 40 million people in 100 countries each month; over 
95 percent of agricultural production was being exported.63 In fact, A/NZ is such a land 
of plenty that it is estimated that its citizens throw out over 150,000 tonnes of food a 
year as of 2019.64 Food overproduction has even been recognised as a problem.65 
However, domestic hunger exists, although specific measurements are not as well 
primped and polished as those depicting the country’s economic performance. Instead, 
evidence can be derived from numerous nutritional surveys and non-governmental 
organisation reports on domestic hunger. The country’s latest Adult Nutrition Survey—
conducted a decade ago in 2008/2009—reported that one fifth of Aotearoa New 
Zealanders cannot always afford adequate food.66 A more recent report published in 
2019 focused specifically on child food insecurity: based on 2015/16 data, it found that 
 
60 Bernd Debusmann, “A Paradox of Plenty—Hunger in America,” Analysis & Opinion: The Great Debate (blog), 
Reuters, 2009, http://blogs.reuters.com/great-debate/2009/11/24/a-paradox-of-plenty-hunger-in-america/; Harvey 
Levenstein, Paradox of Plenty: A Social History of Eating in Modern America (London, UK: University of California 
Press, 2003). 
61 Luca Ventura, “Richest Countries in the World 2020,” Global Finance Magazine, accessed 22 December, 2020, 
https://www.gfmag.com/global-data/economic-data/richest-countries-in-the-world. 
62 Although, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, the employment rate was impacted by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, 
as was the case for most countries worldwide. 
63 Website no longer live (originally accessed 12 September, 2016). 
64 “What We Waste,” Love Food Hate Waste NZ, accessed 22 December, 2020, 
https://lovefoodhatewaste.co.nz/food-waste/what-we-waste/; Brittney Deguara, “New Zealand’s Most Wasted Food 
Items: Beef, Bread, Cakes and Oranges,” Stuff, 24 May, 2019, https://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/climate-
news/112911360/new-zealands-most-wasted-food-items-beef-bread-cakes-and-oranges. 
65 Rovshen Ishangulyyev, Sanghyo Kim, and Sang Hyeon Lee, “Understanding Food Loss and Waste-Why Are We 
Losing and Wasting Food?,” Foods 8, no. 8 (2019), https://doi.org/10.3390/foods8080297. 
66 University of Otago and Ministry of Health, A Focus on Nutrition: Key Findings of the 2008/09 New Zealand Adult 
Nutrition Survey, Ministry of Health (Wellington, NZ: Ministry of Health, 2011). It identified that 59.1 percent of 
A/NZ households were fully/almost food secure, 33.7 percent of households were moderately food secure, and 7.3 
percent of households had low food security. 
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approximately one in five children (19 percent) reside in households experiencing 
severe to moderate food insecurity.67 
The country is also dealing with a high rate of obesity: as reported by the yearly A/NZ 
Health Survey, between 2018 and 2019, 11.3 percent of children (aged two to 14 years 
old) were obese, and 30.9 percent of adults.68 Children residing in the most socio-
economically deprived areas were found to be 2.7 times more likely to be obese 
compared to their counterparts in the least deprived regions.69 
There is also indirect evidence of hunger: the introduction of school meal programmes 
and the amount given out as food grants every year. A report published by 1 News 
stated that Special Needs Food Grants had more than doubled between June 2018 and 
June 2019 to 229,132.70 More recently, the Ministry of Social Development saw an 
increase in food grants during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, jumping from 26,000 in a 
week before the March-April nationwide lockdown to approximately 70,000 three 
weeks later.71 
Another form of indirect—and, as previously discussed, inadequate—evidence is the 
presence of foodbanks within the country, although there is no accurate figure of how 
many exist. 
1.2.1 Case study justification 
A/NZ makes a good case study for exploring the relationships between the lack of 
human right to adequate food realisation, hunger, and neoliberalism. Firstly, because of 
its historical underpinnings, particularly its move from being acclaimed for its welfare 
status in the ‘30s to a model of neoliberal economics half a century later. Nowhere was 
 
67 Ministry of Health, Household Food Insecurity among Children: New Zealand Health Survey (Wellington, NZ: 
Ministry of Health, 2019). 
68 “Health Statistics: Obesity Statistics,” Ministry of Health, accessed 22 December, 2020, 
https://www.health.govt.nz/nz-health-statistics/health-statistics-and-data-sets/obesity-statistics. 
69 Ministry of Health, “Obesity Statistics.” 
70 1 News, “Exclusive: Major Concerns as WINZ Uses “One Size Fits All” Data for Food Grants,” 1 News, 4 
September, 2019, https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-news/new-zealand/exclusive-major-concerns-winz-uses-one-size-fits-
all-data-food-grants. 
71 Sarah Robson, “‘It’s Christmas on Steroids’—Foodbanks in Huge Demand across NZ,” Radio New Zealand, 22 
April, 2020, https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/414809/it-s-christmas-on-steroids-foodbanks-in-huge-demand-
across-nz. A/NZ lockdown conditions involved people staying at home other than for essential personal movement, 
and the closing of businesses, except for services deemed essential and educational facilities. “About the Alert 




this shift more noticeable than within social welfare reforms in the 1980s and ‘90s: 
universality, participation, and belonging, and a welfare system within which benefit 
recipients were regarded as having equal citizenship rights in line with the rest of 
society were replaced by targeting and greater policing in the name of freeing the 
country’s citizens from dependency on the state.72 There was a move from “social 
democratic citizens with needs, entitlements, and rights (including welfare rights), to 
welfare subjects with responsibilities and targets of welfare […] thus usurping 
citizenship identities with economic ones.”73 
Scholars have noted that neoliberalism was as much a social imposition as an economic 
and a political one. The neoliberal principles of individualism, self-reliance, and 
responsibility have noticeably taken a strong hold on society, infiltrating people’s 
lives.74 The subjectivities of Aotearoa New Zealanders “have become more clearly 
aligned with the individualistic assumptions that underpin neoliberalism and […] 
economic identities have come to be posited as the new basis for political life, usurping 
those associated with social citizenship.”75  
What is also apparent is how increased individual responsibility and decreased state 
responsibility has emboldened civil society to take considerable accountability for the 
poverty and inequality that resulted from these welfare reforms: the neoliberal reforms 
of the ‘80s and ‘90s were met with a robust reception of foodbanks, particularly by the 
Christian community. However, their establishment has been tinged with opposition and 
the recognition that it should not be the responsibility of local communities to address 
the rise in poverty and unemployment, but rather the state, which holds the 
obligations—and funds—with which to do so.76 
 
72 Mike O’Brien, Poverty, Policy and the State: The Changing Face of Social Security (Bristol, UK: The Policy 
Press, 2008); Mike O’Brien, “Welfare Reform in Aotearoa/New Zealand: From Citizen to Managed Worker,” Social 
Policy & Administration 47, no. 6 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12040. 
73 Oak, “Methodological Individualism for the Twenty-First Century? The Neoliberal Acculturation and 
Remoralisation of the Poor in Aotearoa New Zealand,” 11. 
74 Brian S. Roper, Prosperity for All? Economic, Social and Political Change in New Zealand since 1935 
(Melbourne, Australia: Cengage Learning Australia, 2005). 
75 Wendy Larner, “Neo-Liberalism: Policy, Ideology, Governmentality,” Studies in Political Economy 63, no. 1 
(2000): 19. 
76 See, for example, Rebekah Graham, “The Lived Experiences of Food Insecurity within the Context of Poverty in 
Hamilton, New Zealand” (PhD, Massey University, 2017); Stephen Uttley, “Hunger in New Zealand: A Question of 
Rights,” in First World Hunger: Food Security and Welfare Politics, ed. Graham Riches (Hampshire, UK: 




Which leads to the second point of interest: most development in assisting domestic 
hunger—provisionally at least—continues to be through the charitable sector. However, 
the issue of food charity in A/NZ has been little researched to date, especially compared 
to other high-income countries, e.g., the UK, the USA, and Canada. In the 1990s, a 
body of research was conducted on how foodbanks had grown within the country and 
their role within society;77 why people used foodbanks;78 the foodbank-Work and 
Income New Zealand (WINZ) relationship;79 how government policy had ensured the 
continuance of foodbanks;80 the effectiveness of foodbanks;81 and their function as 
welfare providers.82 
Moving into the 21st century, research was conducted by the New Zealand Council of 
Christian Social Services (NZCCSS) into who was frequenting foodbanks,83 and the 
barriers they faced in accessing such support.84 McPherson, who conducted her research 
within Ōtautahi-Christchurch,85 considered the perspectives of both service providers 
and users,86 and Shannon interviewed six food parcel recipients within Ōtepoti-
 
77 Ross Mackay, Foodbanks in New Zealand: Patterns of Growth and Usage (Wellington, NZ: Methodist Mission 
Aotearoa, 1994); Bronwen Olds, Food for Thought: Research on Foodbanks, Auckland, Methodist Mission Aotearoa 
(Auckland, NZ: Methodist Mission Aotearoa, 1991). 
78 Amanda Craig and Phillida Bunkle, Neither Freedom nor Choice (Palmerston North, NZ: People’s Select 
Committee, 1992); Juliet Gunby, New Zealand Christian Council Social Services, and Salvation Army (NZ), Housing 
the Hungry: The Third Report. A Survey of Salvation Army Foodbank Clients to Assess the Impact of the 
Government’s Housing Reforms. (Wellington, NZ: The Council, 1996); K. Ward, “Hard Time” Pilot Study 
(Wellington, NZ: NZCCSS, 1991); Maree J. Young, Budgeting for a Deficit a Survey of Clients of Church Based 
Budgeting Agencies to Investigate the Reasons Why People Seek Budgeting Advice. A Report from the NZCCSS. 
(Wellington, NZ: NZCCSS, 1995). 
79 Helena Barwick, Passing the Buck (Wellington, NZ: The Downtown Ministry Inc., 1994); Tony McGurk and 
Lindsay Clark, Missing Out: The Road from Social Welfare to Foodbanks (Wellington, NZ: Inner City Ministry, 
1993). 
80 Sally Jackman, Child Poverty in Aotearoa/NZ: A Report from the Council of Christian Social Services (Auckland, 
NZ: NZCCSS, 1993); A. Whale, “Voluntary Provision in a Landscape of Change” (Unpublished thesis Auckland 
University, 1993); Young, Budgeting for a Deficit a Survey of Clients of Church Based Budgeting Agencies to 
Investigate the Reasons Why People Seek Budgeting Advice. A Report from the NZCCSS. 
81 Whale, “Voluntary Provision in a Landscape of Change”; Young, Budgeting for a Deficit a Survey of Clients of 
Church Based Budgeting Agencies to Investigate the Reasons Why People Seek Budgeting Advice. A Report from the 
NZCCSS. 
82 Whale, “Voluntary Provision in a Landscape of Change.” 
83 New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services, Forgotten Poverty? Poverty Indicator Project: Foodbank Study 
Final Report. (Wellington, NZ: NZCCSS, 2005). 
84 Simon Crack, The Face of Poverty: Foodbank Location and Use in Dunedin (Dunedin, NZ: Health and Place 
Research Group, University of Otago, 2001). 
85 I am using both the te reo Māori and Pākehā—the Māori term for the white inhabitants of A/NZ—names for the 
country’s cities in respect of Māori cultural history. Meriana Johnsen, “New Dual English/Māori Place Names,” Stuff, 
26 December, 2019, par. 10, https://www.stuff.co.nz/travel/news/118461205/new-dual-englishmori-place-names. 
86 Kate McPherson, Food Insecurity and the Food Bank Industry: Political, Individual and Environmental Factors 
Contributing to Food Bank Use in Christchurch. A Research Summary, GeoHealth Laboratory, Geography 
Department, University of Canterbury (Chistchurch, NZ: Geography Department GeoHealth Laboratory, University 
of Canterbury, 2006). 
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Dunedin.87 Instead of a foodbank, Graham attended a community meal in Kirikiriroa-
Hamilton and engaged with attendees, obtaining an understanding as to their food 
practices within the context of personal hardship and neoliberal narratives.88 
More recent research has focused on the issue of food insecurity within urban centres—
Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland,89 Ōtautahi-Christchurch,90 Ōtepoti-Dunedin,91 
Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington,92 and Whāngarei93—and its impact on children.94 In 
2018, Wason conducted qualitative research on the existence and persistence of 
foodbanks and food rescue organisations within Ōtepoti-Dunedin; she delved into the 
socio-political landscape of these operations, taking into consideration the historical 
context, and conclusively highlighted the importance of a social justice approach to 
addressing domestic hunger.95 
1.3 Research Approach, Significance, and Questions 
This research dovetails into Wason’s study: whereas she focused on the organisational 
level, this study explores the experiences and lives of those on the other side of the 
counter—the food parcel recipients—on which less research has been specifically 
conducted in A/NZ. 
For want of a better term, I will refer to those who need a food parcel as “food parcel 
recipients.” The main reason is because not all places that provide food parcels are 
 
87 P. Shannon, The Exclusion Process and Hardship Prevention—A Report for Christian Helping Agencies 
Group/Dunedin City Council (Dunedin, NZ: Department of Social Work and Community Development, University 
of Otago, 2009). There are two other important exceptions commissioned by charities that purposefully place the 
voices of those in need as central to solutions but are not focused specifically on food charity. Emily Garden et al., 
Family 100 Research Project: Speaking for Ourselves (Auckland, NZ: Auckland City Mission, 2014); Lisa Wells, 
Voices of Poverty, Dunedin 2011: Has the Landscape Changed? (Dunedin, NZ: Presbyterian Support Otago, 2011).  
88 Graham, “The Lived Experiences of Food Insecurity within the Context of Poverty in Hamilton, New Zealand.” 
89 M. Claire Dale, Mike O’Brien, and Susan St John, Left Further Behind: How Policies Fail the Poorest Children in 
New Zealand (Auckland, NZ: CPAC, 2011); Garden et al., Family 100 Research Project: Speaking for Ourselves. 
90 McPherson, Food Insecurity and the Food Bank Industry: Political, Individual and Environmental Factors 
Contributing to Food Bank Use in Christchurch. A Research Summary. 
91 Shannon, The Exclusion Process and Hardship Prevention—A Report for Christian Helping Agencies 
Group/Dunedin City Council; Wells, Voices of Poverty, Dunedin 2011: Has the Landscape Changed? 
92 Alicia Sudden, “Putting Wellbeing Back into Welfare: Exploring Social Development from Beneficiaries’ 
Perspectives” (Master’s, Victoria University, 2016). 
93 Sherry Carne and Alina Mancini, Empty Food Baskets: Food Poverty in Whangarei (Whangarei, NZ: CPAG, 
2012). 
94 Anna Cox and Rose Black, Window on Waikato Poverty: Food and Waikato School Communities (Hamilton, NZ: 
Poverty Action Waikato, 2012); Dale, O’Brien, and St John, Left Further Behind: How Policies Fail the Poorest 
Children in New Zealand. 
95 S. E. Wason, “Saints or Communists? The Story of Dunedin/Ōtepoti Food Banks and Foodshare” (Master’s, 
University of Otago, 2018). 
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technically foodbanks. Another is because “foodbank user” has particularly addict 
undertones: the language used paints the participants as powerless—it is the language of 
addiction—”dependency”; “user”; “habits.” “User” is stigmatising because it labels 
people in terms of what is wrong with them; it has negative connotations associated 
with risky behaviour. It is also a very generic term that homogenises people’s 
experiences and personalities, thereby depersonalising them. “Habit” implies routine 
behaviour; that it is only willpower that is preventing someone from stopping a 
particular behaviour. “Dependency,” on the other hand, refers to the inability to function 
normally without certain assistance. 
I will also use the term “food charity” more than “foodbank,” because other 
organisations provide food parcels. Food charity is also more suggestive of the 
institution as opposed to foodbank operations specifically. 
Because I wanted to consider how people’s lived experiences relate to food charity, and 
then how both fit within the wider neoliberal socio-economic and political context of 
A/NZ, I chose a critical qualitative approach: this enabled me to appreciate the personal 
and the wider context, as well as critically appraise how they interconnect. A full 
account of my research methodology can be found in chapter 5. 
I feel that such research is of significance because, firstly, it seeks to position the lived 
experiences of food charity use into the complex neoliberal spaces occupied by both 
food parcel recipients and food charity. I wanted to explore how the macro-context 
translates into that of the individual.96 This will entail examining inter alia neoliberal 
discourses, political administration, and social structures before honing in on the inner 
worlds of individuals. As recognised by Peacock, Bissell, and Owen, moving from the 
wider political and social context to the “close grained details of lives” is challenging,97 
but it is only through this that one can understand the consequences of changes within 
these contexts more fully. 
Secondly, in light of the fact that the voices of those affected by social justice issues are 
repeatedly disregarded, I aimed to make the lived experiences shared within the 
 
96 Margaret S. Archer, Structure, Agency and the Internal Conversation (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003). 
97 Marian Peacock, Paul Bissell, and Jenny Owen, “Dependency Denied: Health Inequalities in the Neo-Liberal Era,” 
Social Science & Medicine 118 (2014): 175, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.006. 
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interviews pivotal to the research. To achieve this, I did not want to arrange the issues 
raised by participants of this research into a predetermined theoretical framework. I also 
opted not to use grounded theory following a similar line of reasoning: I did not feel 
that the nuances of personal experiences could be neatly packaged into a final theory.  
However, I needed a way in which I could recognise, understand, and explain 
phenomena revealed by their experiences and the contexts in which these experiences 
took place. To achieve this, I finally decided on using the concept of human dignity as 
my principal research lens, the reasons behind which I discuss below. 
1.3.1 Key concept: Human dignity 
Abraham Maslow is possibly most famous for his hierarchy of human needs, a 
psychological theory depicted as a pyramid of layers, each of which represents a human 
requirement to live; the most basic are located in the lower levels.98 Food belongs in the 
bottom layer as a physiological need, but food that is nutritious, as imparted in the 
widely publicised “five (plus) a day” mantra.99  
However, food is not only neatly contained within the bottom-most physiological layer: 
it permeates throughout Maslow’s pyramid; it is multi-dimensional, satisfying needs 
beyond nutrients.100 As Counihan and Van Esterik succinctly phrase it, “[f]ood touches 
everything important.”101 Food is rooted within social contexts;102 integrated within 
everyday life: “with every mouthful, we also ingest culture.”103 Food is deeply political: 
it is culturally-charged; it embodies racial conflict and gender divides; it has a human 
 
98 Abraham H. Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review 50, no. 4 (1943), 
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346. 
99 This refers to a number of national campaigns that were based on the World Health Organization’s 
recommendation that people should consume at least 400g of fruit and vegetables a day. Although, research now 
recommends double this amount. Dagfinn Aune et al., “Fruit and Vegetable Intake and the Risk of Cardiovascular 
Disease, Total Cancer and All-Cause Mortality—A Systematic Review and Dose-Response Meta-Analysis of 
Prospective Studies,” International Journal of Epidemiology 46, no. 3 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyw319; 
World Health Organization, “Fruit and Vegetable Promotion Initiative: A Meeting Report,” accessed 22 December, 
2020, https://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/publications/f&v_promotion_initiative_report.pdf?ua=1. 
100 Eugene N. Anderson, Everyone Eats: Understanding Food and Culture (New York, USA: New York University 
Press, 2005). 
101 Carole Counihan and Penny Van Esterik, “Introduction,” in Food and Culture: A Reader, ed. Carole Counihan 
and Penny Van Esterik (New York, USA: Routledge, 1997). 
102 John Germov and Lauren Williams, A Sociology of Food and Nutrition: The Social Appetite, 3rd ed. (Melbourne, 
Australia: Oxford University Press, 2008); Sidney W. Mintz and Christine M. Du Bois, “The Anthropology of Food 
and Eating,” Annual Review of Anthropology 31 (2002), https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.32.032702.131011. 
103 Peter van Eeuwijk, “The Power of Food: Mediating Social Relationships in the Care of Chronically Ill Elderly 
People in Urban Indonesia,” Anthropology of Food [Online], no. S3 (2007): par. 1. 
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cost and a non-human cost; it marks social boundaries; it is used as a weapon, as aid, 
and as both simultaneously; it is a component of political game plans; its presence can 
unite, its absence, divide. As discussed by Beckie and Connelly, aspects of food, from 
the type of food it is, where it was purchased, how it was produced, and how it was 
distributed, “can act as a catalyst for social, economic, and environmental 
transformation.”104 Food encompasses a multitude of policy goals related to, inter alia, 
health, social equity, sustainability, ecological protection, and economic development. It 
“creates both an important platform for developing an integrative approach to 
sustainable community development and the strategic cross-sector collaboration needed 
to foster this transformative approach.”105 
Subjectively, food holds emotional and psychological significance: “Our three basic 
needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we 
cannot easily think of one without the others.”106 Food is also regarded as possessing a 
spiritual, even sacred, significance. As Raymond Firth describes it within the context of 
traditional Māori culture, kai (food) is an “object of respect and more than physiological 
concern,” 107 with ceremonial significance at all levels: “food gathering, food display, 
food apportionment and consumption.”108 
It therefore follows that access to food, which incorporates its consumption and quality, 
are linked to fundamental human values, including respect, freedom, autonomy, and 
dignity: simply being able to access food in a dignified manner—choosing how, what, 
where, and when one eats—is an empowering act. In this sense, food is not just an 
entity that deserves respect by people, but that can invoke respect within people, for 
themselves and towards others. And a significant way in which this meaning is 
manifested is through the acknowledgement of food as a human right. 
Universally applicable and protected under humanitarian and international law, the 
human right to adequate food is found in article 25, paragraph 1, of the Universal 
 
104 Mary Beckie and Sean Connelly, “The Role of the Social Economy in Scaling up Alternative Food Initiatives,” in 
Scaling Up: The Convergence of Social Economy and Sustainability, ed. Mike Gismondi et al. (Edmonton, Canada: 
AU Press, 2016), 59. 
105 Beckie and Connelly, “The Role of the Social Economy in Scaling up Alternative Food Initiatives,” 59. 
106 M. F. K. Fisher, The Gastronomical Me (New York, USA: North Point Press, 1989), 2. 
107 Raymond Firth, Economics of the New Zealand Maori (Wellington, NZ: Government Printing Office, 1959), 317.  
108 Firth, Economics of the New Zealand Maori, 172. 
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Declaration of Human Rights within the right to a “standard of living adequate for the 
health and well-being of [each person] and [their] family,”109 as well as additional UN 
treaties.110 Part of the economic, social, and cultural rights group of human rights,111 the 
right to adequate food incorporates dietary needs, food safety, cultural and consumer 
acceptability, sustainable production, and accessibility, both economically and 
physically, and it is realised for all when, firstly, everyone is free from hunger, and 
secondly, everyone has access to food via socially acceptable and dignified means.112 
As laid out in General Comment No. 12: The Right to Adequate Food (Art. 11),113 
which has been recognised as the “most authoritative interpretation of the right to 
food,”114 this human right is not a right to a minimum number of calories or nutrients: it 
is a right to all the nutritional components required to live a healthy and active life. It 
also does not equate to the right to be fed or to food aid: it is not defined by charity. It 
advocates the capacity to feed oneself, which includes possessing the autonomy to make 
choices as to what, how, and when to eat. In this respect, an approach founded on this 
human right “moves away from the benevolence model of food aid and instead 
emphasizes enabling environments that support people in feeding themselves.”115 
And it is the state that is obligated to ensure such enabling environments by 
guaranteeing that its citizens have an adequate standard of living and public assistance 
when needed,116 and also that they understand that they have a right to live their lives in 
dignity, i.e., with autonomy, free from discrimination, and in a society in which their 
voice and worth are recognised. As Kent explains, “[h]uman rights are not a benevolent 
gift from elites, but the legal expression of every individual’s entitlement to 
 
109 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). 
110 See footnote 17. 
111 Economic, social, and cultural rights also include the human right to work and adequate housing. United Nations 
General Assembly, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, United Nations (1966). 
112 Social and Cultural Rights United Nations Committee on Economic, General Comment No. 12: The Right to 
Adequate Food (Art. 11 of the Covenant) (1999). 
113 United Nations Committee on Economic, General Comment No. 12: The Right to Adequate Food (Art. 11 of the 
Covenant). 
114 Sven Söllner, “The ‘Breakthrough’ of the Right to Food: The Meaning of General Comment No. 12 and the 
Voluntary Guidelines for the Interpretation of the Human Right to Food,” in Max Planck Yearbook of United Nations 
Law, ed. Armin von Bogdandy; Rüdiger Wolfrun (The Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill N. V., 2007), 396. 
115 Charlotte McClain-Nhlapo, Implementing a Human Rights Approach to Food Security (Washington, USA: IFPRI, 
2004), 3. 
116 Ann M.  Piccard, “The United States’ Failure to Ratify the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 




dignity,”117and to live in dignity is a far cry from being handed a pre-packaged bag of 
donated goods, the contents of which one has no say. 
The A/NZ government has recognised food as a human right through its ratification of 
relevant UN treaties,118 as well as advocated for it through its support for both the 1996 
Rome Declaration on World Food Security and the 2000 Millennium Declaration. In 
1948, it was one of 48 states to vote in favour of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights,  a deed that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade even boasts on its 
website.119 Yet, despite this, successive A/NZ governments have failed to acknowledge 
food as a human right domestically within either national policy or legislation. It is not 
even included—along with its economic, social, and cultural right counterparts—within 
the country’s Bill of Rights, despite pressure to do so from multiple fronts.120 Following 
on from that, there is no national human right to adequate food strategy. 
Little research has been conducted into the human right to adequate food as a counter 
approach to charity within A/NZ, unlike in other countries, including the UK, the US, 
and Canada.121 Stephen Uttley and O’Brien are notable exceptions.122 Additionally, 
Graham referred to the importance of this human right as a way to ensure food security 
for all,123 and to reframe 
the moralizing and neoliberal hegemony that surrounds much of the debate 
regarding poverty. As an agenda for action, advocating for a rights-based 
approach to food goes beyond food relief and begins to address the underlying 
 
117 Kent, Caring About Hunger, 33. 
118 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, “Ratification Status for New Zealand.” The 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, ratified in 1978; the Convention on the Elimination 
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International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations  (2019). 
122 Mike O’Brien, “Privatizing the Right to Food: Aotearoa/New Zealand,” in First World Hunger Revisited: Food 
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21 
 
social arrangement whereby societies provide for the individual and collective 
well-being of all citizens.124 
I follow in this line of thinking, i.e., that a human rights-based approach to hunger 
should be advocated and adopted as antithetical to neoliberal policies, legislation, and 
ideology. However, instead of centring on evidence of absence of this human right 
within A/NZ, human dignity will be used as a proxy for the human right to adequate 
food. Firstly, because human rights and human dignity exist in a state of almost 
hypostatic union. People possess human rights because they possess inherent dignity, as 
outlined by the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: 
“Recognizing  that  these  rights  derive  from  the  inherent  dignity  of  the  human 
person.”125 In this respect, human dignity precedes human rights: “Human rights are 
derived from human dignity while the latter encompasses the essential characteristics of 
human beings.”126 As Shulziner identifies, human dignity not only justifies human 
rights and obligations within international legislation, but brings them into being.127 
Simultaneously, it is through the realisation of human rights that human dignity can be 
realised: human rights enable the embodiment, protection, and development of human 
dignity and thereby provide human dignity with contextual meaning. 128   
Secondly, human dignity as opposed to human rights can be seen to provide a more 
appropriate lens through which to appreciate both the macro, structural level and micro, 
personal context. When it comes to poverty, human rights discourse can be regarded as 
a “luxury,” and, in countries in which human rights discourse is not “mainstream,” it 
also follows that people tend not to use this discourse to frame their personal 
experiences of domestic hunger. Instead, it is human dignity that comes to the forefront: 
“The basic praxis question is how to survive and not to lose your human dignity.”129  
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As discussed by Calnan, Badcott, and Woolhead, 
Dignity and respect might be tied to basic rights and entitlements that are 
conferred on fully fledged citizens in democratic societies and/or at the micro 
level through social interaction and mutual recognition. However, these 
approaches to dignity do not examine the social circumstances and contexts 
where they may be either enhanced or threatened.130 
While human rights represent the pursuit of freedom, equality, and justice, human 
dignity assists in presenting how such issues impact an individual’s well-being and 
quality of life:131  
while it may not be obvious how to fit dignity into a spreadsheet, it is at least an 
attribute that is eminently knowable. […] [D]ignity is perhaps the one thing that 
humans across the globe, in myriad different contexts, most instinctively 
recognise and long for.132 
Human dignity will therefore be used as an analytical device to understand 
neoliberalism, domestic hunger, and foodbanks, and how these concepts relate to each 
other in regard to this device (see Figure 1). It will serve as a way in which to evaluate 
the social, political and economic conditions produced by these concepts and at the 





130 Michael Calnan, David Badcott, and Gillian Woolhead, “Dignity under Threat? A Study of the Experiences of 
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132 Jonathan Glennie, “The Saddest Thing in the World Is Not Poverty; It’s Loss of Dignity,” The Guardian, 28 
January, 2015, par. 12, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/jan/28/dignity-sustainable-
development-goals. 
Figure 1: Human dignity as an analytical device. 
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1.3.2 Research questions 
I wanted to devise research questions that would allow me to investigate the relevance 
of human dignity, the socio-economic context of A/NZ—particularly as a neoliberal 
country—the contradictory spaces occupied by food charity, and the lived experiences 
of those who use it. Therefore, the following questions guide this research. 
- How have neoliberal principles and state policy framed human dignity, 
impacting how it is understood and experienced on a social and personal level, 
and exacerbated domestic hunger within A/NZ? 
- As a major response to the increase in domestic hunger brought about by 
neoliberal policies, how is food charity part of the neoliberal narratives it is 
attempting to assuage? 
- How are the dignity and indignity generated by neoliberal narratives and food 
charity experienced by food parcel recipients? 
 
In the conclusion, I will then return to the human right to adequate food and consider 
why a human-rights approach is currently hard to attain in A/NZ. 
1.3.3 The research site: Ōtepoti-Dunedin 
I conducted my research in Ōtepoti-Dunedin. Located in the South Island, it is Otago’s 
main city, and, as of the 2018 census, home to around 127,000 residents, which is just 
under 3 percent of A/NZ’s population.133 The city is notably less ethnically diverse than 
the country as a whole: 86.6 percent of the city’s residents are European compared to 
70.2 percent nationally; 9.3 percent are Māori compared to 16.5 percent; 7.8 percent are 
Asian compared to 15.1 percent; and 3.2 percent are Pacific Islanders compared to 8.1 
percent.134 
According to the country’s 2018 Quality of Life Survey, 87 percent of Dunedinites—the 
city’s demonym—rated their overall quality of life as good or extremely good.135 The 
latest 2018 census reported an unemployment rate of 4.3 percent, essentially the 
 
133 “2018 Census Place Summaries: Dunedin City,” Stats NZ, accessed 13 November 2020, 
https://www.stats.govt.nz/2018-census/. 
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country’s average.136  The number of people on a benefit in the city was 8.8 percent in 
2019, slightly lower than the 9 percent country average; around 42.7 percent of 
beneficiaries were on Jobseekers Support and about the same number were on 
Supported Living Allowance.137 However, due to the March-April 2020 COVID-19 
induced nationwide lockdown, the number of those on the benefit is said to have almost 
doubled within Otago; those on Jobseekers Allowance had increased by almost 1000 
residents in Ōtepoti-Dunedin.138 
Housing is of major concern in Ōtepoti-Dunedin, as in the rest of the country. A 2019 
report published by the Mayor’s Housing Taskforce revealed that the median house 
price stood at 5.7 times the median household income and therefore officially 
“unaffordable” according to certain international measures; housing stock has not kept 
abreast of the rising population causing both house and rental prices to rise; and rental 
housing in particular is of a poor quality.139 In 2019, Salvation Army community 
ministries manager and task force member, David McKenzie, claimed the situation to be 
worse than the official figures showed, warning that the city was in the middle of a 
crisis.140 
Fuel poverty is another major issue: a 2012 study estimated that as high as 50 percent of 
households were fuel poor.141 This situation is exacerbated by the poor quality of the 
housing, e.g., lacking insulation, heating, and/or double-glazing. 
I chose Ōtepoti-Dunedin as my research site for a number of reasons. Firstly, 
practicality: this is currently my home. Secondly, although there are understandable 
reasons for research to be based in one of the country’s main cities, it is important that 
the nuances of experiences are appreciated in order to know how to respond on a wider 
scale. This involves listening to people throughout a country and acknowledging both 
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the subtle and major differences as well as the similarities. All stories present viable 
realities and all voices are needed in order to assist in bringing light to an issue and 
potentially transforming it: Ōtepoti-Dunedin presents its own realities, all of which are 
valid and important for change. 
Thirdly, foodbanks and food parcel operations are a feature of Ōtepoti-Dunedin. In an 
interview with the Otago Daily Times, a newspaper of the region, in May 2019, 
McKenzie stated that, over the past twelve months, the Salvation Army foodbank had 
assisted 1,200 families, therefore showing no change from the previous years.142 
Although people in employment had noticeably increased, housing was a major 
financial burden. Notably, despite the Māori population being particularly low within 
the city, figures from a 2008 study prepared by the NZCCSS show that they are still 
disproportionality represented as food parcel recipients.143 Reports from three 
foodbanks in three A/NZ cities were taken in December, 2004 and 2007. Presbyterian 
Support Otago’s foodbank took part: in their 2007 snapshot, 75 percent were Pākehā 
and 20 percent were Māori. 
1.3.3.1 Food parcel operations 
Ōtepoti-Dunedin is home to at least five major foodbanks, four of which are religiously 
founded, and a smaller one based at the university: 
- Society of Saint Vincent de Paul (established 1980s)144 
- Salvation Army (established in the late 1980s)145 
- Presbyterian Support (established 1991)146 
- Mosgiel Community Foodbank (Taieri Christian Care Trust) (established 
1992)147 
- Otago University Students’ Association Student Support Centre 
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The city is also home to a wide array of charities that supply food parcels, but that are 
not foodbanks, i.e., they do not store large quantities of food within their vicinity and 
essentially give out what they have on the day. For this study, I contacted two of them: 
- Catholic Social Services 
- Kai Share 
1.4 Researcher Perspectives and Assumptions 
I, as the researcher, am the anthropological marinade of this research: I am not suddenly 
devoid of bias and prejudices because I don a researcher hat; I undertake my research 
with these in tow. As Wilson explains, 
what we choose to observe, what we consider to be data, what we write about 
and how will always be affected by our personal and institutional values, and the 
underlying assumptions absorbed through our training.148 
And, especially in a highly charged field like social justice. It is important to understand 
where a researcher comes from and how they ended up where they are, and not to view 
subjectivities as inconvenient externalities, but accept their anarchic disposition and 
regard them as intrinsic to the process and the results: to embrace the “messiness.”  
Therefore, to my own messiness. As a white, British (but half-Spanish) cisgender 
woman who grew up in England, I recognise my privileges—and my disadvantages. 
The only semblance to poverty I have experienced was the fleeting indigence of the 
student. At the same time, I have been a benefit recipient: I have had to jump through 
England’s social welfare hoops in order to obtain my paltry £65 a week. I have also 
sought help from drug and alcohol services, sitting in group sessions with people from a 
range of backgrounds who were dealing with a multitude of mental and substance abuse 
issues. I have even been a food parcel recipient—and while writing this PhD no less. 
I grew up in what I would label a socialist household. As a baby, I was taken out in my 
pram to protests, and in my youth, I attended a wide array of demonstrations and had a 
passion for volunteering, donating my time and energy to some of the philanthropic 
heavyweights—Amnesty International, Save the Children, Help the Aged—as well as 
 
148 Ken Wilson, “Thinking About the Ethics of Fieldwork,” in Fieldwork in Developing Countries, ed. Stephen 
Devereux and John  Hoddinott (Boulder, USA: Lynne Rienner, 1993), 181. 
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smaller, locally based organisations. I also sought paid employment within such 
organisations, including working for two charities for the homeless while residing in 
London, and as a street fundraiser—or “chugger,” as we were derisively called—during 
my working holiday year in Canada in 2010, a year after completing my Bachelor of 
Science degree in biology and educational studies. 
Just over a decade later, I decided to return to academia and undertake a master’s degree 
at the University of Hohenheim in Stuttgart, Germany, entitled “Environmental 
Protection and Agricultural Food Production.” An amalgamation of modules from 
different disciplines, I greatly appreciated its ability to act as a channel through which I 
could move from the natural to the social sciences. It also enabled me to appreciate 
contrasting rationales, especially in the domain of economics. One compulsory module 
in my course was microeconomics: although I could get over its abstract dryness, I 
struggled with its quantification of life and death; the ease with which it equated illness 
and mortality, poverty and hunger, to economic rather than human loss, and the need to 
place a figure—preferably one of financial value—on everything, including human 
suffering. 
I appreciated the ability to choose my modules in the second half of my degree, and I 
decided to focus on the human right to adequate food and food sovereignty. The final 
topic of my thesis was the “Right to Food Guidelines” and the realisation of the first 
guideline—“Democracy, good governance, human rights and the rule of law”—by the 
BRICS.149 One of the main conclusions I drew was the importance of civil society, as 
well as the state, in the realisation of the human right to adequate food, and I was able to 
elaborate on this when I developed my thesis into a book, which was published by 
Routledge in 2017.150 
I wanted to continue to study in the field of food and social justice, and was offered that 
opportunity by fair-minded academics based at the University of Otago. A/NZ appealed 
to me as a tourist, being a country I had not visited, and as an academic, one of the most 
appealing factors possibly being the one I also find most progressively challenging: the 
 
149 Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. 
150 Katharine S. E. Cresswell Riol, “The Right to Food Guidelines, Democracy and Citizen Participation: Country 
Case Studies,” (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2017). 
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ubiquitous neoliberal dominance on economic, political, and social levels. At the same 
time, I have found Aotearoa New Zealanders so welcoming. In Ōtepoti-Dunedin, there 
are many opportunities to take part in community-based events, and suburbs in which 
you get a genuine sense of kinship. The city even voted in the country’s first Green 
Party mayor.151 
My eventual decision to research domestic hunger specifically within Ōtepoti-Dunedin 
was a yearlong plus evolution. I saw this PhD as an opportunity to use the little 
influence I had to bring to the fore the impacts that food charity has on those who need 
to rely on it in a prosperous country, and add to the ongoing campaign for systemic, 
human rights-based change. This meant not only immersing myself in the black and 
white of literature and policy as I had done for my previous theses but engaging in the 
“messiness” of other people’s lives, and then reconciling these subjective and objective 
components. 
It was also an opportunity to build on my earlier work, but in a very different setting: 
while I had previously worked with the human right to adequate food in countries in 
which its violation was particularly severe and human rights discourse more prevalent, 
in A/NZ, such discourse is rare, despite violation of this human right also occurring. 
What intrigued me, therefore, was why the implementation of a human right to adequate 
food framework in a country with ample resources and a democratic, social justice 
disposition is so challenging. 
1.5 Thesis Layout 
In the following chapter, I consider three main concepts as discussed in the literature—
human dignity, neoliberalism, and food charity—and attempt to explore how they 
intersect and the ways they complement and contradict each other. Using these concepts 
as a framework, I address the wider context of A/NZ in chapters 3 and 4. In chapter 3, I 
conduct a historical analysis of the country’s socio-economic and political context, 
splitting it up into three main periods, colonisation, the establishment of the welfare 
state, and the introduction of neoliberal policies and ideology, before providing an 
 





overview of domestic hunger, poverty, and inequality today. I then investigate food 
security more closely, providing an understanding of the concept as relayed by the state 
and how this has provided a framework for subsequent food security policies and 
initiatives.  
Based on the framework of domestic hunger and inequality outlined in chapter 3, 
chapter 4 focuses specifically on the history of food charity within A/NZ. I consider its 
development from when it first appeared as a consequence of immigration into A/NZ 
and how subsequent economic downturns—and flu epidemics—and state (in)action 
impacted its need by members of the population. 
Chapter 5 presents the methodology used for the following three results chapters. I 
explain and attempt to justify the methods used and intersperse this with how I 
experienced my chosen approaches and the ethical implications I faced. 
Chapters 6 to 8 provide the micro-level context. They are based heavily on the lived 
experiences of those interviewed and use themes established using inductive thematic 
analysis. The first of these chapters centres on the wider experience of living in poverty, 
and the multi-dimensionality of domestic hunger in people’s lives and the impacts this 
has had on their dignity and well-being. It thereby considers the financial, emotional, 
and mental states people are in before they approach a food charity. Chapter 6 then 
considers the food charity space as an institution, and how the impacts of its increased 
bureaucratisation and normalisation have impacted the dignity of those who depend on 
it, especially in terms of access. Then, in chapter 7, I bring focus to interactions within 
the food charity space, particularly in regard to obtaining the food parcel, honing in on 
emotional impacts as they connect to human dignity, including gratitude and shame. 
In chapter 9, I attempt to bring my macro- and micro-level understandings of domestic 
hunger in A/NZ, human dignity, neoliberalism, and food charity together, using the 
research questions as my overall framework. I focus on the significance of human 
dignity; the contentious neoliberally founded spaces food charity inhabits; and the 
(in)dignity found by food parcel recipients within these spaces. Then finally, in chapter 
10, I reflect on the thesis as a whole, and return to the significance of the human right to 
adequate food within A/NZ based on the findings of this research. 
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2 Literature Review: Human Dignity, 
Neoliberalisation, and Food Charity 
Within this chapter, I will explore the converging elements of three main concepts that 
were introduced in the previous chapter: human dignity, neoliberalism, and food 
charity. In chapter 1, I outlined my main reasons for choosing human dignity as my 
research lens. Using this lens, I will critically analyse neoliberalism, as the dominant 
ideology and political model, and food charity, as the dominant solution to food poverty 
throughout the Western world. 
I place human dignity within broader food system scholarship, exploring the 
relationships, linkages, and consequences. First, I will consider human dignity as a 
philosophical and political concept, focusing on how it is both an inalienable and 
vulnerable component of human beings. I will then move onto how it has been 
transformed to fit within neoliberal ideology and how, consequently, it has become 
more an entity to be earned as opposed to one that is innate. I will then turn to the 
indignity of hunger and the shame surrounding being hungry has been exacerbated by 
neoliberal policies and social attitudes, including how human dignity is understood. 
Finally, I will consider the dominant way in which hunger is being addressed within 
high-income countries: foodbanks. I will investigate how they are both a consequence 
of the detrimental impacts of neoliberalism and how they reproduce neoliberalism, and 
how they are recognised as humiliating institutions, yet simultaneously provide people 
with a sense of dignity when it is lacking elsewhere. 
2.1 The Relevance of Human Dignity as “Innate” 
Within this section, I will touch on only two “forms” of human dignity: an intrinsic, 
inalienable form and an extrinsic, assailable form. There are numerous taxonomies that 
divide dignity in different ways and to a greater extent, including, for example, those 
compiled by Düwell, Schroeder, Rosen, and Gilabert.1 Drawing attention to dignity in 
 
1 Marcus Düwell, “The Future of Human Dignity,” Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights 31, no. 4 (2013), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/016934411303100402; Marcus Düwell, “Human Dignity: Concepts, Discussions, 
Philosophical Perspectives,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Human Dignity, ed. Marcus Düwell et al. (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Pablo Gilabert, “Human Rights Human Dignity and Power,” in 
Philosophical Foundations of Human Rights, ed. Rowan Cruft, Matthew Liao, and Massimo Renzo (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2015); Michael Rosen, Dignity: Its History and Meaning (Massachusetts, USA: Harvard 
31 
 
these two generalised ways, I aim to highlight, on the one hand, its deep connection to 
human rights, social justice, and empowerment, and, on the other hand, its fragility and 
how its absence can be used to disempower. 
I will begin with a glance at the historical underpinnings of human dignity. Human 
dignity has its roots in the ancient Roman concept of dignitas, which signified high 
social status.2 The meaning was intertwined with rank and honour: the amount of 
dignity one possessed depended on one’s position within the social hierarchy.3 
Theologians then revised the concept, using it as a way in which to distinguish between 
humans and other animals: (in this shamelessly patriarchal period) “man” possessed 
dignity because “he” had been made in the image of God—imago Dei; “he” thereby 
regarded “himself” as Earth’s superior species.4 
The beginning of the Enlightenment in Europe then saw the creation of a non-religious 
interpretation: the German philosopher Immanuel Kant is renowned for advocating the 
idea of human dignity as innate in each and every individual due to the rational agency 
and ability of human beings to make moral choices and thereby have the capacity of 
self-governance.5 As Huber explains, the “modern age, which began with humanism, is 
characterized by the conviction that human dignity is anchored in the self, namely in 
one’s rational talents.”6 
Dignity thereby evolved into what being a human symbolises,7 and, “[f]or this reason, 
dignity has become the key concept in the worldwide struggle for human rights.”8 After 
the atrocities of World War II, the concept was transformed further, merging Christian 
 
University Press, 2012); Doris Schroeder, “Human Rights and Human Dignity: An Appeal to Separate the Conjoined 
Twins,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 15, no. 3 (2012). 
2 Marcus Düwell, “Human Dignity: Concepts, Discussions, Philosophical Perspectives,” in The Cambridge 
Handbook of Human Dignity, ed. Marcus Düwell et al. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014); 
Michael Rosen, Dignity: Its History and Meaning (Massachusetts, USA: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
3 Miriam Griffin, “Dignity in Roman and Stoic Thought,” in Dignity: A History ed. Remy Debes (New York, USA: 
Oxford University Press, 2017); Wolfgang Huber, Violence: The Unrelenting Assault on Human Dignity 
(Minneapolis, USA: Fortress Press, 1996). 
4 Kurt Bayertz, “Human Dignity: Philosophical Origin and Scientific Erosion of an Idea,” in Sanctity of Life and 
Human Dignity, ed. Kurt Bayertz (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer Netherlands, 1996). 
5 Rachel Bayefsky, “Dignity, Honour, and Human Rights: Kant’s Perspective,” Political Theory 41, no. 6 (2013), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591713499762. 
6 Huber, Violence: The Unrelenting Assault on Human Dignity, 117. 
7 Daniel J. Louw, “Identity and Dignity within the Human Rights Discourse: An Anthropological and Praxis 
Approach,” Verbum et Ecclesia 35, no. 2 (2014), http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i2.876. 
8 M. D. Meeks, “Introduction,” in On Being Human, ed. Jürgen Moltmann (London, UK: SCM Press, 1984), ix. 
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and Kantian understandings.9 During the preparation of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR), there were discussions as to whether an underlying concept 
was necessary for this document and, if yes, what it should be. The fact that human 
dignity was chosen was seen as a direct statement against the Holocaust, totalitarianism, 
the barbarity of armed conflict, and the utter distortion of human dignity that occurred: 
as outlined in the UDHR, its creation was to prevent a repetition of those “barbarous 
acts which have outraged the conscience of [human]kind”: 10 “recognition   of   the   
inherent   dignity   and   of   the   equal   and   inalienable rights of all members of the 
human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” 11 
Brownsword argues that “the principal purpose of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights was to put down a non-negotiable marker against the denial of human dignity”;12 
governments should not be permitted to decide that an individual does not count or have 
value, and respect should always be shown to each individual for the dignity that all 
humans possess.  
Since then, human dignity has not only had a place in international human rights 
legislation,13 but national constitutions.14 It is a fundamental governing value within 
medicine and health care, especially palliative and long-term care, in which efforts are 
made to respect the views and choices of patients and to treat them with compassion.15 
It is also used within bioethics and technology, fields that are increasingly challenging 
how humanity is understood.16 Discussions around human dignity are had within a 
 
9 Meir Dan-Cohen, “A Concept of Dignity,” Israel Law Review 44, no. 1-2 (2011); Rosen, Dignity: Its History and 
Meaning. 
10 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), preamble. 
11 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, preamble. 
12 Roger Brownsword, “Human Dignity from a Legal Perspective,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Human Dignity: 
Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Marcus Düwell, Jens Braarvig, and Dietmar Mieth (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 2. 
13 Patrick Capps, Human Dignity and the Foundations of International Law (Portland, USA: Hart, 2009); Christopher 
McCrudden, “Human Dignity and Judicial Interpretation of Human Rights,” European Journal of International Law 
19, no. 4 (2008), https://doi.org/10.1093/ejil/chn043. 
14 Doron Shulztiner and Guy E. Carmi, “Human Dignity in National Constitutions: Functions, Promises and 
Dangers,” American Journal of Comparative Law 62, no. 2 (2014), https://doi.org/10.5131/AJCL.2013.0003. 
15 Bridget Johnston et al., “Dignity-Conserving Care in Palliative Care Settings: An Integrative Review,” Journal of 
Clinical Nursing 24, no. 13-14 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12791. 
16 Marcus Düwell, “Human Dignity and the Ethics and Regulation of Technology” in The Oxford Handbook of Law, 
Regulation and Technology, ed. Roger Brownsword, Eloise Scotford, and Karen Yeung (Oxford, UK: Oxford 
University Press 2017). 
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variety of disciplines—theology, philosophy, law, political theory, sociology, and 
science—demonstrating both its theoretical and practical significance.  
However, the extensive adoption of this “slippery” concept has not been welcomed by 
all.17 As laid out by Judge Christian Byk,18 when human dignity is used as a premise, 
opposing views on even the same topic can be had, depending on the philosophical 
orientation adopted.19 The meaning of human dignity can be circumstantial,20 culture-
dependent,21 or historically contextual.22 This had led to a backlash within certain 
circles, most notably bioethics.23 It has also been argued that the language and values of 
human dignity, deriving as they do from liberal Western Christian culture, are not 
shared by other cultures and do not clearly translate: “[n]ot all religious traditions seem 
to constitute human dignity as an explicit concept from which human rights can be 
derived, nor do they necessarily see the purpose of human rights as the protection of 
human dignity.”24 Questions have also been raised as to where human dignity sits 
within today’s pluralism. Touching on the social theorist Niklas Luhmann, Ammicht-
Quinn identifies how the “downfall of the metaphysics” questions the place of such a 
reverent concept in postmodern society; within a secular world, a concept founded on 
 
17 Laura Valentini, “Dignity and Human Rights: A Reconceptualisation,” Oxford Journal of Legal Studies 37, no. 4 
(2017): 864, https://doi.org/10.1093/ojls/gqx011. 
18 Christian Byk, “Is Human Dignity a Useless Concept? Legal Perspectives,” in The Cambridge Handbook of 
Human Dignity: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Dietmar Mieth et al. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014). 
19 For instance, those for euthanasia and those against both use the innate dignity of human life to assert their case. 
See, for example, “Our Position,” accessed 14 December, 2020, https://www.dignityindying.org.uk/assisted-
dying/our-position/; “Arguments against Euthanasia,” accessed 22 December, 2020, 
https://vivredignite.org/en/against-euthanasia/. 
20 Emma Jane Kirby, “Appeal for ‘Dwarf-Tossing’ Thrown Out,” BBC News, 27 September, 2002, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2285348.stm. One well-known case is that of Manual Wackenheim, a dwarf 
stuntman, who appealed against the ban of “dwarf-tossing” in France as he would be deprived of his line of 
employment. However, he lost his case after the country’s highest administrative court ruled that his job was contrary 
to human dignity. He then took his case to the United Nations’ Human Rights and Anti-Discriminational Committee, 
claiming a human right’s violation, but the committee sided with the court “in order to protect public and 
considerations of human dignity” (par. 5). 
21 For example, in the case of the legalisation of prostitution. Benjamin James Shepherd, “Does Prostitution Violate 
Human Dignity?” (PhD, Anglia Ruskin University, 2015). 
22 Byk, “Is Human Dignity a Useless Concept? Legal Perspectives,” 366. Byk uses the example of work: today it is a 
right, but, in Ancien Régime, it would have been an infringement on someone’s dignity. 
23 Steven Pinker, “The Stupidity of Dignity,” The New Republic, 28 May, 2008, 
https://newrepublic.com/article/64674/the-stupidity-dignity. Pinker’s main grievance is with the Catholic take on 
human dignity. As outlined above, dignity has a strong Christian connection, within which it is equated to a sacred 
worth, and, under Catholicism, this worth is present from conception—the dignity of the unborn child—meaning 
embryo or foetus experimentation, as well as abortion, are viewed as abominations. 
24 Linda Hogan and John D’Arcy May, “Constructing the Human: Dignity in Interreligious Dialogue,” in The 
Discourse of Human Dignity, ed. Regina Ammicht-Quinn, Maureen Junker-Kenny, and Elsa Tamez (London, UK: 
SCM Press, 2003), 78. 
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human life being holy and the notion that humans being are created in the image of God 
fails to provide any real insight.25 
Beyond such philosophical discussions, human dignity is born of concrete realities of 
struggle: it has been used as a way in which to criticise and challenge the detrimental 
social impacts of the neoliberal economic system, including socioeconomic inequality,26 
racial discrimination,27 LGBTQIA+28 rights,29 police violence, healthcare provision, and 
sexual harassment,30 and to formulate new policy.31 It is regarded as an essential feature 
of the democratic political system,32 and has been recognised in social movements 
around the world as the foundation for anti-government protests, including the 
Indignados movement in Spain, Occupy Wall Street in the US, and the Arab Spring in 
the Middle East.33 
Its vagueness could even be regarded as advantageous: that it can be interpreted in 
different ways and serve as a guiding value as opposed to incontrovertible dogma, 
which allows it to contend with a changing world, and gives it the capacity to evolve 
and adapt to different cultures, peoples, and groups. Despite its abstract, moralistic 
appearance and distinctly Christian heritage, human dignity is seen to represent the 
essence of humanity, and its significance is thereby able to cross political, cultural, and 
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emotional boundaries: “the reason it is a transformational concept, is that it knows no 
social, economic, gender or ethnic barriers.”34 Within this culturally unfettered space, 
human dignity can be appreciated as an inalienable and innate part of all people, all of 
the time. As explained by Dige,35 it is not biologically innate—it is not inscribed in our 
DNA36—but it is innate in the sense that it enables us to make basic claims simply due 
to being human. He discusses two main ways in which this can be recognised. On the 
one hand, and in line with the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher David Hume, human 
beings are relational, caring, and vulnerable; worthy of solidarity and compassion. 
Writing about equal human dignity for those with a disability, Kittay describes the 
“most appropriate source” for such a claim as caring and being cared for: “This is the 
dignity grounded in our common connection to others in our need for care, in our 
dependency and vulnerability, and in the worth actualized when other beings with 
intrinsic worth devote themselves to our well-being.”37 
On the other hand, there is the Kantian approach that connects human dignity and 
humanity with the idea that human beings are rational, autonomous, responsible, and 
(potentially) moral: 
[They] possesses a dignity (absolute inner worth) by which [they exact] respect 
for [themselves] from all other rational beings in the world. [They] can measure 
[themselves] with every other being of this kind and value [themselves] on a 
footing of equality with [others].38 
Human beings have worth because of their capacity for morality and rationality. A 
staunch egalitarian, Kant famously asserted that human beings should not be treated 
 
34 Jonathan Glennie, “The Saddest Thing in the World Is Not Poverty; It’s Loss of Dignity,” The Guardian, 28 
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35 Morten Dige, Human Rights and Human Dignity by Morten Dige, podcast audio, Think Rights—Danish Forum for 
Human Rights, accessed 26 November, 2020, http://thinkrights.dk/podcast-human-rights-and-human-dignity-by-
morten-dige/. 
36 Arguably, however, it could be thought of as part of the brain: research conducted at the University of California, 
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merely as a means to an ends, but as people who have a voice, worthy of respect and 
recognition.39 
There are also scholars who are hostile towards human dignity being referred to as an 
“inner kernel,” including Bernstein: 
Nothing has done more harm to the discourse of human dignity than the 
assumption that there is some magical property, say the possession of the power 
of reason, whose simple possession by an individual suddenly gives [them] the 
standing of having intrinsic and inviolable worth.40 
In line with Bernstein, Killmister asserts that appeals to human dignity as innate are 
“unnecessary, unsuccessful, and pernicious.”41 A major argument against Kant’s 
representation is his equating of dignity with the human characteristic of “rationality”: 
this then disqualifies certain humans, for example, babies and individuals with 
disabilities that impede their rational sensibility. However, Kant also grounded dignity 
within autonomy, an individual’s moral dispositions or their capacity for good will.42 In 
his discussion on dignity and human rights, McCrudden describes how Kant’s notion of 
dignity is delineated with that of autonomy, “that is, the idea that to treat people with 
dignity is to treat them as autonomous individuals able to choose their destiny.”43 I 
would follow this utilitarian moral tradition: that human dignity refers to sentience. Not 
only would this definition include, for instance, coma patients, but plants and animals, 
as beautifully demonstrated within te ao Māori (the Māori worldview) in which 
everything—living and non-living—is regarded as interconnected and worthy of equal 
respect.44 
The notion of human dignity as an innate characteristic has been identified particularly 
in relation to human rights documents: they are recognised as providing a precise and 
distinct affirmation that everyone inherently and equally possesses human dignity, and 
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this is used to bolster the claim of the universality of human rights.45 These affirmations 
compose the “ethical horizon of modern humanity”:46 “The dignity of every human 
being is laid down as a common ideal for all people and all nations, not only out of 
moral or religious propriety, but with a view to peaceful and just development of the 
human community.”47 
2.2 Human Dignity as “Extrinsic” 
I will now approach human dignity from another angle: as an “outer” sense that can be 
lost; that is fragile, precarious, and needs protecting. This is arguably in line with what 
Valentini classifies as “status” dignity, “comprising stringent normative demands,”48 
Meilaender calls “personal,”49 or Gilabert refers to as “condition-dignity”: a descriptive 
and not necessarily universal version that concerns the extent to which an individual is 
able to exercise the universally shared capacities they possess through their innate 
dignity—what Gilabert labels “status-dignity.”50 Pogge makes the distinction between 
human dignity as intrinsic and inalienable, and personal dignity, as subjective and 
related to an individual’s sense of their own worth.51 He also points out how this form 
can be found in the UDHR: 
Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled 
to realization, through national effort and international co-operation and in 
accordance with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, 
social and cultural rights indispensable for [their] dignity and the free 
development of [their] personality [my italics].52 
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As Jütten recognises, when one discusses human dignity using this framing, the focus 
shifts from the conceptual and ontological to the phenomenological and sociological.53 
Calnan, Badcott, and Woolhead refer to this as focusing on “dignity’s existential 
components and their operationally relevant arena, the life world”: “the meaning of our 
being human within social contexts.”54 Human dignity of this kind is more easily 
recognised by its absence or when it is denied 55—indignity—revealing itself as feelings 
of shame, humiliation, embarrassment, degradation, abasement, loss of pride, or even 
guilt. Such emotions can lead to a negative evaluation of the self, culminating in 
societal withdrawal, the inability to take transformative action, and alienation.56 Hence, 
despite the innate and alienable nature of dignity, people live lives that are undignified.  
As much as the emotions listed above are very personal or self-conscious emotions, 
they are co-constructed with the social environment: thereby, indignity involves an 
internal sense of inadequacy combined with an inflicted or concocted external 
judgement.57 Davis argues that systematic humiliation reduces self-respect by “denying 
individuals membership in a community or reducing their status in a community—in 
their own eyes”:58 “[m]aking human dignity a central value of social-economic policy, 
then, means changing social institutions to eliminate humiliating institutions.”59 
Honneth explains that without recognition there is no sense of human dignity: “patterns 
of recognition […] allow individuals to acquire the self-confidence, self-respect, and 
self-esteem necessary for full development of their identities,” whereas “key forms of 
exclusion, insult or degradation can be seen as violating self-confidence, self-respect, or 
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self-esteem.”60 Social exclusion is then indicative of a lack of power, control, and 
opportunity to change: “the experience of lacking control over aspects of daily living, 
and powerlessness and recognition of one’s low status in the prevailing social system, 
has a negative impact on individual health and well-being over the life course.”61 
Honneth explains that most people obtain respect through affirmative recognition by 
others and are dependent on the feeling of being wanted and accepted; such feelings 
motivate how individuals act and respond to each other.62 This refers to what Lister 
calls the “politics of recognition and respect.”63 
Autonomy over one’s life has also been pinpointed as important for one’s sense of 
dignity. Empirical research in long-term care highlighted the importance of having 
one’s basic needs met and control over one’s life, and feeling one’s life has meaning 
and purpose.64 Andrew Clapham regards the protection of human dignity as involving 
(1) respect for everyone’s humanity and (2) the establishment and protection of the 
conditions required for everyone’s self-fulfilment, autonomy, or self-realisation.65 
This second point is echoed by Joseph Raz: “[r]especting human dignity entails treating 
humans as persons capable of planning and plotting their future. Thus, respecting 
people’s dignity includes respecting their autonomy, their right to control their future.”66 
And, as Gewirth explains further, a dignified life involves the possession of claim rights 
to the conditions necessary for self-fulfilling agency: this involves not only freedom, but 
the ability to be able to act at all, e.g., life, physical, and psychological integrity, or what 
Gewirth labels as basic rights.67 A life of dignity can thereby be seen to require both 
material and social assistance, as acknowledged by the philosopher Martha Nussbaum: 
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If we understand that injustice can strike its roots into the personality itself, 
producing rage and resentment and the roots of bad character, we have even 
deeper incentives to commit ourselves to giving each child the material and 
social support that human dignity requires.68 
Nussbaum’s work involved developing the capabilities approach formulated by 
Amartya Sen in the 1980s. This approach understands a person’s welfare as the choices 
they have available to them to lead a life that they value and one of dignity. 
“Capabilities” refer to the freedoms people possess to achieve “functionings,” i.e., the 
activities people can do and what they can become—the end goals people strive for. 
This link between human dignity and well-being—physical, mental, emotional, and 
social—is a key conceptualisation in the notion of the capability approach: 
 The capability approach is a theoretical framework that entails two core 
 normative claims: first, the claim that the freedom to achieve well-being is of 
 primary moral importance, and second, that freedom to achieve well-being is to 
 be understood in terms of people’s capabilities, that is, their real opportunities to 
 do and be what they have reason to value.69  
Nussbaum emphasised the capability approach as a human rights-based approach, 
grounding it within a specific conception of human dignity. She compiled a list of ten 
capabilities—or opportunities—that together form the conditions required for 
meaningful human development, i.e., the ability to lead a dignified human life.70 In line 
with human rights discourse, institutions in particular are expected to create the 
conditions required for all human beings to pursue their capabilities, regardless of their 
physical and mental capabilities.71Within their work on those who are homeless, Seltser 
and Miller understand the two apparently opposing sides of human dignity touched on 
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here—the innate and the subjective understanding—to be interconnected.72 In fact, they 
argue that it is not possible to distinguish between the respective pairings: objectively, 
human dignity can be regarded as inherent, but subjectively, personal dignity can 
fluctuate within an individual, depending on how they are treated by others, which itself 
depends on objective assessments, and on how the individual views themselves—which 
is also, of course, affected by objective assessments. Similarly, human dignity can be 
revealed in how people act and feel, but this cannot be separated from the moral 
questions around how they should be treated, including what their rights are, and what 
the responsibilities of others are. 
In summary, human dignity is a concept that possesses substantial philosophical and 
religious roots; yet, it traverses cultural and ethical divides. Part of its evolution 
involved its assimilation into the development of human rights as an innate component 
of all human beings, and, subsequently, its recognition as a significant component of the 
governing actions, statues, and policies of liberal and democratic states, as well as the 
foundation of civil society actions based on social justice. Dignity is also recognised as 
possessing an “extrinsic” component; one that is damaged by outside influences, but 
that is also dependent on them, especially in the form of recognition by others and how 
others impact one’s autonomy.  
I will now turn to how human dignity—in both of these forms—is impacted by 
neoliberal principles and, more specifically, how neoliberalism influences the way 
dignity is experienced by individuals. 
2.3 Human Dignity and Neoliberalism 
The fact that human rights and neoliberalism were conceived at around the same time 
has been widely documented.73 But, despite their disparate goals,74 their time of 
inception is not their only similarity: they share key concepts, including human dignity. 
Whyte makes an interesting connection between the understanding of human dignity 
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within the UDHR and that promoted by the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947,75 a group of 
classical liberal economists, philosophers, and historians who continue to gather to 
discuss and promote free market thinking.76 Faced with the question, “Who is man 
[sic]?” Charles Malik, who was elected rapporteur of the process of creating the UDHR 
and drafted its preamble, adopted the Christian stance that humans are created in the 
image of God, and that they require protecting from politics and the state. Early 
neoliberals shared this understanding. However, taking from the Latin root, they also 
asserted that a dignified life was one of self-reliance and responsibility; reliance on 
others—as promoted by both Keynesian and communist agendas—was deemed 
undignified. 
Marxist scholar David Harvey argues that including the attractive ideals of human 
dignity, as well as individual freedom, as principle values was a strategic move, counter 
as they were not only to fascism, but communism and the interventionist state: while 
“[c]oncepts of dignity and individual freedom are powerful and appealing in their own 
right,” the assumption that they are “guaranteed by freedom of the market and of trade 
is a cardinal feature of neoliberal thinking.”77 Paradoxically, it is the neoliberal take on 
human dignity that has led to its violation—in regard to both its intrinsic and subjective 
understandings—as will be discussed below. 
With state withdrawal from social policy, the market was sold as “the conduit not only 
to greater welfare and individual freedom, but also to care and dignity.”78 Dean 
describes how market reasoning not only infiltrated, but commandeered social life,79 a 
point echoed by Sandel: “[a] market society is a way of life in which market values seep 
into every aspect of human endeavour. It’s a place where social relations are made over 
in the image of the market”;80 all areas of life have submitted to marketisation.81 One 
 
75 Whyte, The Morals of the Market: Human Rights and the Rise of Neoliberalism. 
76 “The Mont Pelerin Society: About the Mont Pelerin Society,” accessed 14 November, 2020. 
https://www.montpelerin.org/. 
77 David Harvey, Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005), 7. 
78 Robert McMaster, “The Welfare State and Privatization,” in The Elgar Companion to Social Economics, ed. John 
B. Davis and Wilfred Dolfsma (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015), 593. 
79 Jon Dean, “Volunteering, the Market, and Neoliberalism,” People, Place and Policy 9/2 (2015), 
https://doi.org/10.3351/ppp.0009.0002.0005. 
80 Michael Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets (London, UK: Penguin, 2013), 10-11. 
81 Dany-Robert Dufour, The Art of Shrinking Heads: The New Servitude of the Liberated in the Era of Total 
Capitalism, trans. David Macey (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2008). 
43 
 
way has been via commodification, a process through which goods previously 
perceived as non-marketable are moulded into marketable goods,82 including all basic 
necessities and “the most intimate of formerly uncommodified practices (education, 
food preparation, courtship).”83  
Marketisation of life has created more choices and therefore more individual freedom 
(to choose).84 McMaster describes how neoliberalism then theorises human dignity 
within a particular—and narrow—conceptualisation of individual freedom: it 
“crystallizes the evocative conceptualization of dignity as indelibly embedded in a 
particular negative view of individual freedom.”85 
Through Adam Smith’s cornerstone concept of the “invisible hand”—the unforeseen 
forces of the market economy—the argument could then be made that “the well-being 
of everyone is served best when each individual singlemindedly pursues [their] own 
self-interest.”86 Individuals are thereby accountable for their own well-being within the 
marketplace, including in regard to welfare, health care, and education. Harvey 
recognises this as the “neoliberal determination to transfer all responsibility for well-
being back to the individual.”87  
Therefore, whereas under a welfare state, citizenship entitled an individual to benefits, 
and such benefits should be provided in a way that dignity was preserved and without 
stigma, under neoliberalism, citizens no longer had an automatic right to welfare:88 
neoliberal policies thereby caused a shift from “citizens with welfare rights to welfare 
subjects with obligations,”89 “transforming entitlements into commodities.”90 Or, as 
Lawn and Prentice explain, “entitlement to social provision goes from being an inherent 
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human right in a decent society to a discretionary boon of government, subject to 
individuals meeting obligations to participate in the market.”91  
McMaster discusses how, through this change in welfare provision, and therefore shift 
in risk-bearing from the state to the individual, a particular form of individual dignity 
was promoted: “responsibilisation,” in which individuals are responsible for managing 
their own risks.92 However, they still “produce the ends of government by fulfilling 
themselves rather than being merely obedient”;93 it is a form of governance that ascribes 
“freedom and autonomy to individuals and agents (e.g. as autonomous ‘consumers’) 
while simultaneously appealing to individual responsibility-taking, independent self-
steering and ‘self-care.’”94 
A higher level of dignity is thereby associated with self-reliance,95 while “dependency” 
is essentially the antithesis of choice: the freedom to choose, but also freedom as 
choice, i.e., the neoliberal ideal that the freedom to choose epitomises freedom, while 
dependency is a slur—ignoring “the many dependencies that characterize us all”96—and 
associated with a loss of dignity because of one’s inability to be self-reliant.97 Sennett 
explains how dependency can even be characterised as infantilising, thereby adults who 
rely on the state, for example, are justifiably demeaned and denied respect.98 
Yet, the dignity promised through responsibilisation and individualism has in itself led 
to indignity for many: Chomsky explains how, through individualism, neoliberal 
ideology, which has replaced the sovereignty of people with that of the market, has 
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broken and stymied social bond formation between individuals.99 Instead, competition 
is encouraged “as the defining characteristic of human relations.”100 Reinforcement of 
individualism and competitive self-interest have led to social isolation.101 Son Hing 
describes how greater competition, inequality, and uncertainty have increased the 
feeling of threat and protective tendencies, including mistrust, prejudice, and 
discrimination; neoliberal values have instilled the sense that those who are “different” 
are less “deserving,” giving rise to justified implicit discrimination.102 While, on the 
other hand, victims of discrimination who try to conform to neoliberal values are left 
blaming themselves for their inability to fit in. 
Giroux refers to this state of affairs as social atomisation, which embodies the survival 
of the fittest ideology: collective values and obligations have been supplanted by shared 
fears, hatred, and a loss of autonomy, and the common good and engaged citizenship by 
unchecked self-interest and a withdrawal from opposition politics; social bonds and 
social responsibility have been tainted as untrustworthy.103 “Winners” and “losers” 
replace compassion and caring, and aggression towards the “other” replaces concern. 
Individual solutions for socially produced issues further exacerbate individual alienation 
and isolation. By upholding market principles as the backbone of how relationships are 
structured, and ensuring private power and interests trump their public counterparts, 
people’s inability to act and make advantageous choices have been intensified by the 
erosion of public power, i.e., power that would strengthen civil society’s position for 
change.104 
At best, neoliberal ideology fosters indifference for the plight of those who are poor; at 
worst, a victim-blaming attitude: the poor are to blame for their poverty, thereby 
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exonerating institutions with which they have dealings.105 Vaney argues that “excessive 
individualism” has culminated in “human dignity and worth being subjugated by market 
‘necessity.’ Invariably it is those at the bottom of the economic heap with the least 
power who suffer most.”106 
Thereby, the notion of freedom as laid out within neoliberal ideology does not take into 
consideration the social forces and institutions—present and past—that shape people’s 
lives and impede their freedoms.107 Instead, poverty has been individualised and 
become a question of lifestyle “choices”: 
Never mind structural unemployment: if you don’t have a job it’s because you 
are unenterprising. Never mind the impossible costs of housing: if your credit 
card is maxed out, you’re feckless and improvident. Never mind that your 
children no longer have a school playing field: if they get fat, it’s your fault. In a 
world governed by competition, those who fall behind become defined and self-
defined as losers.108 
The weaknesses of those who are poor are extenuated rather than any recognition being 
given to the strength, resilience, and resourcefulness it takes to live in—or struggle 
through—poverty;109 far from being financially feckless, those living in poverty have 
been recognised as amongst the most pecuniarily savvy.110 
The debate over whether poverty is the fault of the individual or the state remains at 
large and, of course, it is not an absolute issue.111 However, there is recognition that 
resolutions tend to be skewed towards the former reasoning, which is revealed in, for 
example, scant or a lack of assistance for the “good of the poor” or prescribed 
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assistance, e.g., welfare stipulations around budgeting or job training.112 The implication 
is that poverty is reduced to money mismanagement, the spending of money 
“unwisely,” a lack of self-control, a lack of ambition, and a life of self-destructive 
behaviours, e.g., addiction (drugs, “junk” food, gambling). These behaviours—
behaviours that are also exhibited by those who possess money—are then used to 
explain poverty rather than being seen as reactions to hard situations.113 This logic can 
be used to justify the argument that “persons on relief should be kept in a condition 
necessarily worse than that of the lowest paid worker not on relief, the objective being 
to make relief undesirable and to provide the recipient with a clear and strong incentive 
to get off the relief rolls.”114 Mackenzie and Louth argue that, “for those surviving 
poverty, resilience is now championed as one of their most important resources,”115 
referring to a sense of choice and agency in such reliance. 
As Müller and Neuhäuser explain, although human dignity and material wealth are not 
related, in regard to relative poverty in high-income countries, lacking the latter gives 
people a reason to view themselves as second-class subjects within society,116 
undermining their self-perception as a citizen and thereby one possessing worth.117 
Blame and social exclusion have led to the notion that there are people in society who 
possess less worth,118 and with that deserve less compassion.119 The poor have been 
homogenised into a socially excluded group: this has been labelled as “Othering,” 
which operates as a “strategy of symbolic exclusion,” thereby making it easier to blame 
“them” for their own and even society’s problems.120 Pickering argues that this 
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legitimises “our” privilege” and “their” exploitation and oppression, which underlies 
power relationships between the “haves” and “have nots”; it also enables those who are 
more privileged to distance themselves, justifying inaction.121 Othering is even regarded 
as a denial of the poor the right to name themselves; instead those with power both 
name and create images of them.122 Strikingly, the power “to name one’s Self” is 
described by Riggins as a “fundamental human right” in and of itself.123  
The beneficiary is portrayed as a prime example of such Othering, labelled either as 
parasitic, profiting from other people’s hard earned cash, or as bludgers, taking wealth 
without the provision of labour, i.e., without giving anything back to society; either 
way, they evade the labour market and their own individual responsibility to provide for 
themselves.124 In line with this, the social welfare system itself is renowned for making 
life difficult for those who require its assistance as opposed to providing support: such 
systems have been widely associated with a loss of dignity.125 As described by Rose, 
“neo-liberal programmes […] respond to the sufferer as if they were the author of their 
own misfortune […] the disadvantaged individual has come to be seen as potentially and 
ideally an active agent in the fabrication of their own existence.”126 
It has been observed that the formation of welfare subjects has culminated in two 
conflicting discourses: that of the “feckless” welfare subject as described above, who is 
dependent on the state, and that of the “good” welfare subject, who is self-reliant and 
acknowledges their social obligations by participating within the market.127 O’Boyle 
describes how the “good” welfare subject has two central roles: work and consume.128 
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Through the formation of social ties that are in keeping with the values of the “neutral” 
marketplace, the individual is recognised primarily as an economic citizen, applying 
market-like rationality and responsibility to their lives,129 and considering their options 
in order to maximise their chances of either surviving or prospering.130 
As a worker, the “dignity of labour”—and most notably paid labour131—is regarded as 
essentially a given value,132 dating back to the Weberian and Protestant notion of 
substantiating one’s worth through one’s work; paid work is tied to the values of self-
sufficiency, personal responsibility, and freedom of choice.133 In this respect, German 
sociologist and political economist Max Weber explains how “[m]orality and ethics are 
not debates about inherent values, character, or behavior, but about the ability to 
produce value [my italics] in the marketplace or, conversely, not to detract value from 
it.”134 In other words, people are said to earn their dignity. On the other hand, de Souza 
explains how “wealth is valued for its own sake—not necessarily because it is an 
indicator of hard work. Wealth equals accountability. Wealth symbolizes personal 
responsibility regardless of how the wealth was produced. Wealth humanizes 
individuals”.135 Jütten argues that in a capitalist society, the vulnerable “outer” sense of 
human dignity, which he labels as “social esteem,” is primarily connected to an 
individual’s position in the social division of labour: “in modern societies social esteem 
typically tracks activities that still can be recognised as making a contribution to the 
realization of societal goals. They determine, in part, whether people can live dignified 
lives.”136  
There is also recognition as to the possibility of finding dignity in work if—as described 
by Karl Marx and Thorstein Veblen—one is able to find employment that enables self-
expression and belonging; the ability to develop one’s skills, engage in one’s 
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creativity,137 and reach one’s potential. In this respect, the individual must be seen as 
more than a “mere instrument of work.”138 Increasingly, however, there are reports on a 
rise in the working poor, precarious working conditions, e.g., zero-hour contracts, and 
of people being unsatisfied with their jobs, including in the UK,139 Canada,140 and 
Australia.141 
As a “consumer,” the welfare subject has been portrayed as a “passive” agent whose 
rights are transformed into business transactions or contractual agreements (compared to 
the notion of the citizen, who can be regarded as possessing responsibility and the 
capacity to make decisions in the interests of themselves).142 Maté contends that it is the 
object of consumption that possesses value, which the consumer “consumes” in an 
attempt to assimilate this value.143 However, he recognises this as a futile exercise, 
which supplies false substitutes of value that cannot compensate genuine meaning. 
What remains are people undertaking meaningless work that does not reflect them as a 
person, imposing a sense of meaningless within their lives; people want to substitute the 
meaning that has been lost, and eventually become preoccupied by other meaningless 
pursuits, e.g., consumerism. 
Ultimately, the market is neither equipped nor intent on ensuring the common good or 
human dignity as an empowering quality. Quite the opposite: the market “strips away 
the things that make us human”;144 it is “socially and ecologically blind.”145 McMaster 
surmises that the extension of freedoms begot by the “structure of accumulation” has 
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been secured on “an altar of humiliation for many.”146 It is thereby possible to surmise 
that, not only is the neoliberal marketplace incapable of ensuring all citizens are able to 
live lives of dignity, but, because the ideology is based on inequality, it is assumed that 
some will not; their lives will be sub-standard. 
It would be amiss of me not to acknowledge that neoliberal policies and ideology have 
been recognised as improving the well-being and dignity of lives. As Dean points out, 
“[t]o write of market forces or marketisation as if they were some corporate behemoth 
seeking to remove the soul from human life lacks both nuance and academic rigour.”147 
However, as Blanton and Peksen write, 
Free-market policies were initially hailed as an important step in ensuring 
prosperity and broader freedoms throughout the world, and a wide body of 
research attests to the economic benefits in terms of reduced unemployment and 
increased economic growth.  Yet the common criticism of neoliberalism has 
been that the distribution of resources in free economies is inequitable, and that 
market-liberalising policies sacrifice social and political rights in the interests of 
economic competitiveness.148 
Fundamentally, it appears from the literature that within neoliberal ideology, dignity is 
not innate, but must be substantiated, unless one is born with certain characteristics: 
It is difficult to affirm oneself as a worthy person in the face of day-to-day 
humiliating treatment of an unequal society. A society in which some are 
considered to be worthy at birth by their position, culture, gender, race, while 
others are forced to struggle constantly to prove their value as a person.149 
Thereby it would appear that human dignity is sanctioned; it is not universal. Those who 
are deemed incapable of making “meaningful choices” are denied citizenship.150 
From the literature, it was possible to appreciate ways in which neoliberal ideology has 
incorporated and reformulated the concept of human dignity. However, the relationship 
between the enacting of dignity and the outcomes of neoliberalisation have been little 
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scrutinised. Neoliberal ideology has a particularly intimate association with individual 
freedom, which has transformed the relationship between individuals, the state, and 
markets, as well as what it means to be a citizen with rights. According to numerous 
scholars and commentators, this has culminated in societies in which dignity is 
undermined and citizens are stripped of dignity at the same time as being granted it in 
the name of individual freedom. Chapter 1 touched upon how neoliberal policy and 
ideology has had a detrimental economic, political, and societal impacts. Here, human 
dignity reveals the psychological impact of this economic model, not only in regard to 
people’s values, but their personalities.151 The intrinsic nature of human dignity has 
been hollowed out and essentially fashioned to be as fragile as its extrinsic disposition. 
The values of freedom and self-sufficiency are not accessible—and definitely not 
inherent—to all. Yet, their framing within human dignity, and the fact that these 
attributes are in essence worthwhile, assists in enabling the injurious impacts on 
individuals not only to be dismissed, but the victims of the system to be reviled and 
regarded as second-class citizens or an underclass, who possess less worth and therefore 
less stake in society. I will now consider what impacts are experienced when the 
contradictions between neoliberal principles and the neoliberalised understanding of 
human dignity, and the lived experiences of (in)dignity within neoliberalised spaces, 
encounters one of society’s most basic challenges: domestic hunger. 
2.4 Neoliberal Narrative of Hunger 
On both an individual and societal level, the literature shows how indignity generated 
by the present economic system is particularly brought to the fore with the issue of 
domestic hunger. As raised in chapter 1, the neoliberal narrative of hunger frames this 
issue as a supply and demand problem:152 to feed the world requires increased food 
production, tying back to the importance of technological innovation, in which 
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corporations play a central role, as do free trade, market liberalisation, and market 
access.153 Commodification has been recognised as playing a prominent part in the 
transformation of food for the market, labelled by Saab as another prominent feature of 
the neoliberal narrative of hunger.154 
However, the idea that increased food production ensures food security for all and 
achieves a nourished population has been widely disputed: under a neoliberal capitalist 
system, power over what, who, and how one eats is unequal and skewed towards those 
motivated by financial self-interest.155 Access is not fair or guaranteed: “food generally 
flows towards those who can pay for it and away from those who cannot.”156 And it is 
those who control the means of production, e.g., land, or who possess wealth and/or an 
adequate income, that have assured access:157 “In the prevailing food system the right to 
food is provided by money in the market place. If the consumer, for one reason or 
another, lacks money, [they lose] the right to food.”158 
There is also recognition of individuals being disconnected not only from the idea of 
food as a human right, but from its other dimensions, e.g., as a cultural entity, a 
religious symbol, a way to bring about community, and a form of emotional 
fulfilment.159 Food agency has been converted into the “sovereign act of consuming,”160 
and hunger is satisfied within a market economy in which the autonomous, solitary, and 
self-centred consumer can carry out “commodity-acquiring, want-satisfying, and utility-
maximizing.”161 Within the marketplace, food has even been repackaged as a “want” as 
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opposed to a fundamental human need, thereby disregarding human dignity further, as 
described by O’Boyle: 
Setting aside need and focusing instead on wants allow mainstream economists 
to side step the intellectual biases regarding the use of value-laden concepts such 
as need, to cast consumer behavior in a value-free analytical mold and to 
represent economics as an exact, value-free science.162 
Not being able to feed oneself (properly) or requiring assistance as an adult to achieve 
this is reported as being particularly degrading for people,163 and this has been shown to 
be in part due to the responsibilisation of food security:164 the neoliberal narrative of 
hunger has rebranded the structural issue of hunger as a problem of “the hungry” 
through the process of subjectification.165 Hunger is thereby a character flaw, and such 
“framing, blaming and shaming” casts “suspicion on the motives, intentions, and moral 
character of Others and in doing so silences them.”166 
Following on from this, research has shown how “neoliberally approved” solutions of 
small-scale and short-sighted informative and therapeutic solutions in the form of 
increased health awareness and developing food skills have placed the onus on the 
individual and taken responsibility away from the state and corporations.167 The obesity 
epidemic is a prime example. As explained by Mayes, there has been a focus on 
lifestyle health strategies, supporting a shift from socialised to individualised welfare: 
Lifestyle works as a network that enables the isolation of the bodies and choices 
of individuals and governs them in relation to the population. If the individual is 
able to adopt and develop a “healthy lifestyle” they remain inconspicuously 
nestled within the secured population. However, when the bodies and choices of 
individuals deviate from norms associated with the health of the population, they 
become exposed to disciplinary practices of exclusion and marginalization.168 
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The assumption that obesity is a lifestyle “choice” has permitted victim-blaming and, on 
top of that, painted those who are obese as not only harming themselves, but society as 
a whole by burdening the health system.169 Health inequalities are thereby packaged as 
irresponsible choices, justifying exclusion and stigmatisation, and political and social 
relations are depoliticised into privatised relations and consumer choices. De Souza 
argues that, rather than political participation and collective life, “today citizenship 
means the exercise of healthy and morally sound lifestyle choices even amid the 
oppressive forces of racism, class inequalities, and unhealthy environments.”170 The 
focus on nutritious, “good” food and health-focused campaigns has led to a moral 
separation between “good” citizens who follow the advice and “bad” citizens who 
“choose” “bad” foods, despite brazen coercion by the industrial food system.171 It is 
widely understood that the increase in obesity in high-income countries is principally 
due to obesogenic environments created by corporations and inadequate public health 
policy.172 However, within neoliberal doctrine that emphasises control and 
responsibility over one’s well-being, the “fat” body is regarded as a reflection of 
unproductivity, ineffectivity, and a lack of self-control.173 
Yet, as Shue points out, “[i]f there were lots of profit to be made in solving the world’s 
hunger problem, market forces would presumably have sent people rushing in to solve it 
long ago.”174 As outlined above, addressing such need is simply not part of the market’s 
remit; the “obligation in justice [italics in original]” to assist those struggling is not 
maintained.175 Therefore, as the main “protector” of the hungry—the welfare state—was 
 
169 The Lancet: Diabetes & Endocrinology, “Obesity-Related Stigma: Hiding in Plain Sight,” The Lancet: Diabetes & 
Endocrinology 8, Editorial, no. 5 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1016/S2213-8587(20)30123-6. This issue has become all 
the more apparent due to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic and its propensity to impact those who are obese to a greater 
extent. Matthew J. Townsend, Theodore K. Kyle, and Fatima Cody Stanford, “Commentary: COVID-19 and Obesity: 
Exploring Biologic Vulnerabilities, Structural Disparities, and Weight Stigma,” Metabolism: Clinical and 
Experimental 110 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metabol.2020.154316. 
170 de Souza, Feeding the Other: Whiteness, Privilege, and Neoliberal Stigma in Food Pantries, 12. 
171 Helene A. Shugart, “Food Fixations,” Food, Culture & Society 17, no. 2 (2014), 
https://doi.org/10.2752/175174414X13871910531665. 
172 Boyd A. Swinburn, “Obesity Prevention: The Role of Policies, Laws and Regulations,” Australia and New 
Zealand Health Policy 5, no. 1 (2008), https://doi.org/10.1071/HP080512; Boyd A. Swinburn et al., “The Global 
Obesity Pandemic: Shaped by Global Drivers and Local Environments,” The Lancet 378, no. 9793 (2011), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(11)60813-1. 
173 Kathleen LeBesco, “Neoliberalism, Public Health, and the Moral Perils of Fatness,” Critical Public Health 21, no. 
2 (2011), https://doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2010.529422. 
174 Henry Shue, “Solidarity among Strangers and the Right to Food,” in World Hunger and Morality, ed. William 
Aiken and Hugh LaFollette (Upper Saddle River, USA: Prentice Hall, 1996), 128. 
175 O’Boyle, “Homo Socio-Economicus: Foundational to Social Economics and the Social Economy,” 487. 
56 
 
eroded, studies have shown how charities came more to the fore throughout high-
income countries to assist those in need. 
2.5 The Charity Model 
The practice of charity has been part of human culture for thousands of years, with 
evidence of charitable acts dating back to the Egyptians.176 Before the establishment of 
welfare states, charity played a major role in the provision of social assistance. Today, 
charitable giving remains a core value within Western countries, consisting of its own 
organisational division: the “third sector.” William Beveridge, famous for his work in 
founding the UK’s welfare state, even recognised the continued importance of charities, 
both in regard to assisting the state in slaying the five “giants” of want, disease, squalor, 
ignorance, and idleness, and in enabling citizens to participate in this slaughter.177 
Lawn and Prentice explain how “as the state has retreated from its role in redistributing 
wealth through universal provision, charity has increasingly become the implicit model 
for managing the most vulnerable members of society.”178 This has allowed for wealth 
distribution in other ways: less funding for social issues has enabled the taxes of 
corporations and the ultra-rich to be slashed as well.179 It is therefore unsurprising that 
the corporate sector is such an enthusiastic supporter of the charitable, primarily through 
material and financial donations and product sponsorship, which have subsequently 
been advantageous in regard to brand endorsement and public image, as well as tax 
advantages.180 
The literature reveals how, as the charity model attempts to counter the negative 
repercussions of neoliberal policies, so it also aligns with neoliberal principles. First and 
foremost, this model is the opposite of a rights-based approach: charitable justice is not 
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one of rights claimed or enforced.181 It also fits within the neoliberal take on freedom, as 
explained by O’Boyle. He describes how “properly understood altruism or charity is 
represented in the context of interpersonal utility functions,” where a utility function is 
the welfare level of an individual:182 “Thus, interfering with the practice of altruism or 
charity is condemned not so much because it frustrates meeting the need and satisfying 
the wants of others, but because it diminishes the freedom and material well-being of 
the individual self.”183 Therefore, in neoliberal terms, charity is not about helping the 
needy as much as ensuring that the individual helping acquires what they need from the 
interaction. 
Voluntarism has also been recognised as enabling an individual to be an active 
neoliberal citizen, deserving of citizenship through their contribution to society—
although unpaid—as well as responsibilising individuals to help themselves and their 
communities.184 However, Fyfe contends that the main intention of volunteering is the 
outsourcing of state responsibilities onto civil society185—a move that is particularly 
obvious within a previously state-occupied space like social welfare provision, in which 
the role of the voluntary sector is to meet the deficiencies that came about due to 
entitlement reductions and the withdrawal of funding.186 
The state does still play a role through, for example, the provision of charitable 
contracts and grants, as well as increased regulation and administrative oversight,187 
which in turn has led to a surge in professionalism and the adoption of managerial logic 
within the third sector.188 Swyngedouw labels this “governance-beyond-the-state”: the 
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increase in participation of non-state actors in local decision-making and the changing 
of roles and responsibilities of local government and civil society. 189   
Although those volunteering may experience a sense of worth—and dignity—through 
their actions, for those who require the assistance, studies have shown that this is 
generally not the case: as previously outlined, poverty is in and of itself an undignified 
“lifestyle,” signifying one as a failure; while dependency is not desirable, to rely on 
charity is particularly undignified.190 In addition, through the increased professionalism 
of the voluntary sector, more indignity has been infused into the charity space through 
the increased need for justifications as to why one needs assistance and the feeling of 
interrogation.191 
Yet, research has also shown how charity and voluntarism have simultaneously instilled 
a sense of dignity through the restoration and promotion of a sense of collectivism, 
kinship, altruism, and compassion.192 French sociologist and political theorist, Alexis de 
Tocqueville, wrote his “Memoir on Pauperism” after witnessing the poor houses in 
England in the 19th century.193 He had particular grievances against what he called 
“public charity,” i.e., social welfare. One was the anonymity. Charity, on the other hand, 
involves people interacting with others who, under normal circumstances, they would 
not, thereby attesting to their humanity.194 It has even been argued that attempts to make 
people self-sufficient of charitable assistance are, in fact, neoliberally motivated, 
centred on individualism, while charity brings people together, allowing them to care 
for and show compassion towards each other.195 
In this respect, charity could be regarded as anti-neoliberal: it builds community; it 
involves freely giving one’s time to assist those who have “failed” in the marketplace; it 
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entails helping others as opposed to oneself. Through this, charity brings to light a 
tension: it is outside of neoliberal rhetoric, while simultaneously stabilising it. It has 
been noted that charities have taken on the obligations and responsibilities of the state, 
meaning that civil society and the individual bear the burden, and major players are not 
held to account for ineffective or in-action. These tensions can all be noted within a 
specific form of charity: food aid. 
2.6 The Establishment of Organised Food Charity 
Soup kitchens could be recognised as the original form of organised food charity. It is 
thought that they first appeared in Great Britain in response to the indigence brought 
about by the Industrial Revolution.196 They then emerged in the US during the 1870s 
with the wave of Irish emigration into the country caused by the Great Famine, but it is 
arguably their need during the Great Depression in the 1920s that appears to be more 
firmly etched in the country’s collective consciousness. 197 
Soup is a relatively cheap to make meal, easily cooked in bulk; its texture makes it 
accessible, both culinarily and orally, and, when warm, this meal is traditionally 
regarded as nourishing for the body and the soul. Soup kitchens remain ideal for those 
who are homeless, i.e., those who presumably have no access to basic cooking 
facilities.198 The way in which they operate is unobtrusive: no questions are asked; the 
meal is free or requires a small “donation.” 
Today, however, the foodbank approach is arguably the dominant form of organised 
food charity in the Western world—at least by those who have a home. It differs from 
the soup kitchen model in four major ways: firstly, parcels of food are provided that are 
to be prepared into several meals by the recipients themselves; this food is primarily 
public donations or surplus to economic requirements, due to, for example, oversupply, 
damaged packaging, cancelled orders, mislabelling, or because the food is nearing its 
best before date or end of life. Secondly, in order to receive a parcel, recipients are 
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usually required to provide details about themselves, particularly their financial 
situation. Thirdly, foodbanks tend to regulate how many times an individual can receive 
a food parcel and within what timeframe. And finally, the socialising aspect is no longer 
prominent (in fact, it is widely thought that users prefer anonymity). 
Although the first formal foodbank is said to have appeared in the US in the late 
1960s199—under the somewhat bleak moto, “[t]he poor we shall always have with us, 
but why the hungry?”—their substantial rise and institutionalisation took place around 
two decades later. Much research has been conducted into what led to their 
establishment, expansion, and institutionalisation throughout high-income countries, 
and there is a common thread: in the US, UK, Canada, Australia, and Aotearoa New 
Zealand (A/NZ) it was neoliberal social welfare modifications devoid of features to 
mitigate the poverty and hunger that were to eventuate.200 It can be surmised from this 
that a difference between the emergence of the foodbank and the soup kitchen was that 
the upsurge of the former was not due to a temporary economic crisis, but the 
introduction of longstanding economic policies, predominantly based on neoliberalism.  
Foodbanks were a more convenient model to their predecessor in that volunteers did not 
have to prepare food and the organisations were more open to different foodstuffs—and 
from a wider array of (business) channels. Whereas soup kitchens have never had 
qualms about the fact that they are assisting those who may require long-term support, 
those running foodbanks gave the appearance—initially at least—that not only was their 
assistance to be short-term, but so was their existence as a system of emergency food 
relief.201 Yet, as demand continued to escalate and state support did not eventuate, their 
stopgap function quickly morphed into a permanent social welfare role. Once simply 
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extensions of existing services,202 providing the occasional food parcel, organisations 
took it upon themselves to organise separate foodbank operations.203  
It is not simply fortuitousness that foodbanks were able to flourish within high-income 
countries with the introduction of neoliberal policies: they upheld one of the chief 
objectives of neoliberalism—state disengagement. Foodbanks essentially represent what 
Peck and Tickell call “little platoons” of “voluntary and faith-based associations in the 
service of neoliberal goals,”204 emphasising voluntarism and the provision of services 
by non-profit, voluntary organisations. 
Therefore, paradoxically, foodbanks were not just a by-product of neoliberalism’s 
inability to contend with social issues, but fit within neoliberal ideology. As outlined by 
Poppendieck over two decades ago, 
emergency food programs do not function in a neutral environment in which any 
charitable activity undertaken is automatically a net addition to the well-being of 
the poor. They function in an environment in which there is another side, a 
group working to reduce the public safety net that emergency food was 
originally created to supplement.205 
In this light, they can be seen as inextricably entwined within a multiplicity of largely 
aggressive political forces deployed to replace established models of welfare provision 
and state regulation with a free-market fundamentalism that normalises individualistic 
self-interest, entrepreneurial values, and consumerism.206 
Based on numbers collated by those running foodbanks, food parcel recipients are 
predominantly beneficiaries: reasons given for foodbank assistance have included 
insufficient benefit income, delays in benefit payments, and changes to benefit.207 
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However, many studies have shown the reasons to be multi-faceted, including housing 
issues—rent arrears, difficulty affording rent, poor housing conditions, or 
homelessness;208 an income crisis triggered by a sudden life event, e.g., bereavement or 
redundancy;209 or belonging to a socially marginalised group, e.g., people with 
disabilities and women.210 Due to their continued need, foodbank numbers have been 
increasing, as reported in the UK,211 the USA,212 and Canada.213  
Today, foodbanks are recognised as an established secondary—and second-class—food 
market to the primary capitalist version.214 Their increased establishment has been met 
by comparable bureaucratisation, which has been noted in numerous countries, 
including the UK,215 the US,216 and Australia.217 As explained by Lambie-Mumford, the 
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increase in objective professionalism has come about with the increase in need.218 In 
addition, under the premise that the free provision of a commodity influences and 
distorts people’s incentives and creates opportunities of abuse and/or dependency, there 
has been a heightening of registration, restrictions, and gatekeeping processes within 
food parcel operations.219 
Branded by Riches as a massive part of the “charity economy,”220 by the 1980s, 
foodbanks were recognised as an industry in their own right.221 Since then, the foodbank 
“brand” has become increasingly institutionalised. In the US, for instance, foodbanks 
have moved from being part of emergency assistance to that of the “private food 
assistance network.”222 In the UK, the Trussell Trust Foodbank Network’s mission is 
“that every town should have a Foodbank.”223 Warshawsky discusses how foodbanks in 
Chicago have consolidated, giving rise to “metropolitan food banks as important players 
in neoliberal urban governance regimes that control the conceptualization of hunger, 
management of poverty, and organization of food distribution systems.”224 Foodbanks 
have become such a feature that research is now being carried out on how to improve 
their efficiency.225 Today, there are foodbank associations, networks, and conferences, 
sponsored by big name corporations. Fisher labels the mass of partnerships as the 
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“hunger industrial complex,” consisting of networks of private, public, corporate, and 
community actors.226 
From the literature reviewed it would appear that their seemingly permanent integration 
into the social landscape is in part due to the “socially acceptable” benefits they have 
developed and adopted beyond simply food aid. One focus to have strengthened is that 
of foodbanks as social service providers. Rather than simply free food distributors, 
foodbanks are regarded as gateways to addressing the “real” issues behind the 
immediate need of hunger. Arguably, the rise of foodbanks has never been solely about 
food provision: they were created because of the interconnecting issues of, inter alia, 
inadequate social welfare provision and unemployment. In addition, foodbanks are 
usually the product of an organisation that already provides additional assistance. 
However, the foodbank’s role as part and parcel of the social services provided by an 
organisation, and a way of accessing additional services, either directly or acting as a 
go-between, has been recognised as becoming increasingly institutionalised.227  
Another focus is waste management, which appears to have become a major ethical 
rationale, especially as waste is a massive issue worldwide,228 and the need to prevent 
food waste in particular is encapsulated in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
12.3.229 This focus appears to have been formally brought about by the creation of “food 
rescue” organisations, essentially food storage and distribution centres for foodbanks: 
Galli, Cavicchi, and Brunori describe how they have essentially placed the social goals 
of ending hunger and preventing waste in parallel.230 Focus is not only on the amount of 
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food distributed, but the amount of waste salvaged and/or the amount of carbon dioxide 
prevented from entering the atmosphere. 
A third reason behind their institutionalisation appears to be that of community 
philanthropy: foodbanks can been seen to symbolise active communities, allowing 
members to band together for a cause and assist those that are less fortunate. Riches 
labels them as an “important expression of community altruism”:231 they “give vent to 
important feelings of altruism and concern in the community about the survival of 
fellow citizens.”232 Foodbanks offer a manageable and feasible solution for community 
groups, comparatively easier than addressing the systemic root causes of poverty, 
hunger, and discrimination, which can appear remote and unconquerable, especially if 
considered within the wider economic context.233  
The final reason gleaned from the literature is their corporate appropriation. Firstly,  
food charity has become a business unto itself. This can be seen in, for example, the 
creation of food charity “social enterprises,” e.g., the Trussell Trust in the UK.234 
Secondly, food charity has been used by businesses: arguably the biggest beneficiary to 
emerge from the increased social acceptability of foodbanks—other than the state—has 
been the supermarket, a situation Garthwaite labels as “grotesque.”235 They benefit on 
an economic level through their ability to save money by giving their “waste” food to 
charities as opposed to spending money to dump it, as well as in the form of tax 
rebates.236 They also save time, money, and effort by not having to address the issue of 
surplus waste in the first place: Riches particularly targets the dependence of corporate 
food banking on industrial food waste.237 In addition, they benefit economically through 
their ability to make money, as their customers spend extra cash on food to donate. 
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Lastly, supermarkets benefit on a social level via brand reinforcement: through their 
partnerships with non-governmental organisations, a supermarket can present itself as 
altruistic and humanitarian; as sustainable and environmentally friendly; as a good 
corporate citizen.238 
2.6.1 The (un)charitable response: The foodbank bind 
The foodbank is an agathokakological entity. On the one hand, it represents the 
magnanimous nature of people, both temporally and materially; it plays a vital role in 
ensuring individuals and groups in vulnerable situations can at least feed themselves. 
On the other hand, it depicts the indifferent stance of the state to poverty and hunger, 
and the ineptitude of social protection to meet this basic need. It also—inadvertently or 
otherwise—perpetuates neoliberal ideology and the indignity created by this economic 
system, as will be discussed below. 
From their inception, those running foodbanks have recognised that they are in a bind. 
Writing in the mid-1990s about the situation in the US, Janet Poppendieck describes 
this predicament in her ground-breaking book, Sweet Charity? Emergency Food and the 
End of Entitlement: 
The resurgence of charity is at once a symptom and a cause of our [italics in 
original] society’s failure to face up to and deal with the erosion of equality. It is 
a symptom in that it stems, in part at least, from an abandonment of our hopes 
for the elimination of poverty; it signifies a retreat from the goals as well as the 
means that characterized the Great Society. It is symptomatic of a pervasive 
despair about actually solving problems that has turned us toward ways of 
managing them: damage control, rather than prevention. More significantly, and 
more controversially, the proliferation of charity contributes [italics in original] 
to our society’s failure to grapple in meaningful ways with poverty.239  
As Olivier De Schutter, while acting as the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
right to food, stated in his country report on the situation in Canada in 2012, “[t]he 
reliance on food banks is symptomatic of a broken social protection system and the 
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failure of the State to meet its obligations to its people.”240 Scholars and activists have 
testified to how foodbanks symbolise, and have since their first appearance, policy 
inadequacy in addressing poverty and hunger; they are emblematic of government 
ineptitude to execute and uphold social policies that ensure all its citizens have a 
minimum, let alone adequate, standard of living.241 Those running foodbanks do not 
want to leave people hungry, yet, in continuing to exist, they help ensure that the hungry 
continue to exist: based on the literature, I will present three ways in which this is the 
case. 
Firstly, research has revealed how foodbanks have enabled state withdrawal from the 
social welfare sector and allowed it to evade and pawn off responsibilities in regard to 
the issue of domestic hunger.242 Yet, simultaneously, and somewhat paradoxically, 
foodbank institutionalisation has created a façade that creates the impression that the 
state is in fact providing an effective social safety net,243 and that public welfare—and 
neoliberal capitalism—are working. Foodbanks have thereby inadvertently not only 
permitted the government to shirk its obligations,244 but masked its failings.245 
Through the impression that the social welfare system is still functioning effectively, it 
is recognised that foodbanks have assisted in advocating the notion that private 
initiatives are more cost effective than public.246 This is compounded by the fact that for 
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many, while tax increases to fund anti-hunger initiatives are objectionable, the choice to 
donate to a non-governmental organisation is more acceptable:247 “nonprofits get 
taxpayers to support their professionalized activities as a superior alternative to 
continued or expanded government entitlement programs funded through taxation.”248 
However, charity is not as cost-effective as portrayed. For example, voluntarism has 
been shown to produce negative economic consequences: 
By replacing publicly-financed services and displacing people from jobs, 
voluntarism tends to erode the tax base. Lost revenue, of course, exacerbates the 
deficit and encourages further restraint. This self-fulfilling prophecy also 
increasingly undermines the whole notion of social rights to adequate benefits 
and full participation in society.249 
On the other hand, through the responsibilities that foodbanks have assumed, they are 
regarded not only as state proxies, but state-like entities unto themselves:250 “contract 
providers of government mandated goods and services”251 or “legitimate” extensions of 
the failing public welfare system.252 This is reflected in their bureaucratisation: 
increased eligibility requirements have heightened control over those that use the 
services provided; in fact, it is argued that they are structured in such a way as to deter 
those who require the services from attempting to obtain them.253 This has helped 
cement them as a division of social welfare in the minds of those who require their 
assistance, and, inadvertently, their services as a public entitlement. 
Riches labelled them “agencies of social control,” meeting the needs of capital and 
“substituting permanently for welfare” and “disciplining labour.”254 The foodbank acts 
as a warning to those in work—especially if poorly paid and precarious—to stay in that 
work, lest they should have to suffer “the stigma of poverty branded upon the 
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jobless.”255 Due to this, foodbanks can be viewed as having enabled the continuation of 
inadequate working conditions, assisted in ensuring the jobless are pressured into taking 
any work, and that wages are kept low and conditions unfavourable. In this respect, they 
have also been perceived as serving the state as opposed to those in need.256  
Yet, it would appear that, despite taking on what are deemed to be government 
responsibilities, foodbanks do not possess the same level of accountability, let alone 
funding or resources. This leaves recipients in a social rights “no man’s land,” as well as 
the food parcel operations themselves: because the system is grounded on goodwill, 
charitable food aid constitutes an accountability vacuum—no-one is accountable, not 
even the foodbank operators.257 
Secondly, the mass of foodbanks has been described as essentially acting as a 
smokescreen, preventing the real systemic issues at hand from being dealt with:258 they 
have been used as evidence that there is no domestic hunger; their high profile work has 
lulled people into believing that action is being taken,259 as opposed to demanding that 
social issues be dealt with accordingly through public debate.260 They unwittingly 
support what Tuhiwai Smith labels “a time of refusals” to regard poverty, racism, 
discrimination, and marginalisation; to acknowledge the problem of widening 
disparities; and to act systematically to systemic problems.261 In this respect, there is no 
need to name, define, or even care about the issue of hunger. Simultaneously, it has 
become harder to broach the issue because of its encasing within charity: foodbanks are 
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somewhat immune to critical interrogation because they are charitable, “enshrined 
within religious and moral discourses.”262  
Thirdly, foodbanks have rearranged, reconceptualised, and redesigned the meaning of 
hunger.263 There is a deep understanding within academia as to how foodbanks have 
depoliticised the concept.264 As Riches explains, “[h]unger in western wealthy societies, 
it would seem, has effectively been depoliticized with profound personal, moral and 
social consequences.”265 The arena for discussing hunger is no longer in the public 
domain, but has shifted to the voluntary sector, and, as was covered above, 
predominantly to the benefit of the private. 
At the same time, foodbanks are intrinsically political and value-ridden: “the very fact 
of starting a food bank is at once a political statement and political act, if we understand 
politics as the use of power and the ownership, control and distribution of resources in 
society.”266 As Riches describes in regard to the situation in Canada in the 1980s, 
[t]he existence of food banks engages such a wide range of social and economic 
policy issues, including the role of the state in guaranteeing standards of living, 
the rights of Canadians to adequate wages and income support, the breakdown 
of the public safety net, waste and profit-making in the food industry, child 
hunger, the relationship of poverty and nutrition, and public and private 
responsibilities in ensuring adequate health. In other words, foodbanks cannot 
avoid the politics of the situation they find themselves in—a situation which 
they have partly created. To understand foodbanks properly, it is important to 
see their work as political activity and at the same time recognise that they are 
serving a number of contradictory political functions.267 
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It would appear that one part of this contradictory nature is that foodbanks as an 
institution could be seen to possess the potential for effectuating social transformation. 
As well as addressing an immediate need, they have had a positive political influence, 
bringing to the fore a number of critical issues that should be addressed throughout the 
Western world: the hunger crisis; the amount of waste food created on a daily basis; the 
high number of those unemployed; the level of inadequate welfare benefits; precarious 
employment; low wages; social spending cutbacks; and the need for an increase in 
public awareness of domestic hunger. On another level, they are grassroots 
organisations, in direct contact with people affected by social issues, which thereby 
provides those running foodbanks with the opportunity to mobilise those they are 
assisting against the detrimental conditions they face. Foodbanks therefore have the 
potential to bring about longer-term, structural change. 
The antithetical part of their contradictory nature could be that, as much as they may 
have brought these issues to the fore, they have then proceeded to address them in 
debatable ways, depoliticising the issue of hunger. The literature discusses how 
foodbanks have assisted in reframing the issue of hunger in neoliberal terms, including 
by shaping the solution as the need for more food, i.e., donations,268 and focusing on 
availability not accessibility. More significantly, hunger is no longer regarded as an 
issue to be tackled using a social justice model, i.e., one that actively attempts to reduce 
dependency and that identifies need with a commitment to alleviating poverty and 
social inequalities.269 On the other hand, it could be argued that foodbanks have aligned 
hunger too closely with poverty as opposed to inequality: inequality frames poverty in 
relative terms as a social relation that represents a lack of voice and also an issue that 
affects all of society, not just those who are regarded as “poor,”270 as well as lending 
itself to questioning income, both of those needing assistance and of others.271 In 
addition, the close connection made between hunger and waste reduction is regarded as 
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fraught with problems, as described by Silvasti: “[t]his is where environmental policy 
can be argued to overlap with social and poverty policies, often without careful 
reasoning about fundamental questions of social justice and equality.”272 There is debate 
over the fact that those who are poor and hungry should not be viewed as a convenient 
way to legitimise overproduction,273 and likewise pragmatic ecological arguments 
should not trump those based on the value of human life.  
What was made apparent through the literature was the challenging neoliberalised space 
foodbanks occupy, and how they have morphed and been manipulated to fit within it. I 
will now explore research that has been undertaken to understand how this is 
experienced on the individual level. 
2.6.2 The indignity of foodbanks 
It is assumed that the vast majority of people who are food insecure within the 
developed world opt not to use foodbanks.274 A Canadian study found that this did not 
equate to geographic proximity, the neighbourhoods surveyed being all well-served by 
foodbanks,275 leading to the conclusion that, despite the growth of the sector, foodbanks 
are simply not regarded as an appropriate—dignified—way in which to access food. 
This research was supported by further studies in which participants perceived food 
charity as “socially unacceptable or out of line with family values.”276 One investigation 
even found that, as a coping mechanism, visiting a foodbank was only just above petty 
crime.277 
Numerous studies have shown that when food parcel recipients describe their 
experiences, it is predominantly the absence of dignity that comes to the fore: 
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interviews with food parcel recipients reveal the ordeal to be humbling,278 while others 
found it disempowering,279 for example, due to the recognition of themselves as “have-
nots,”280 and by the stigma and alienation surrounding foodbank use crippling their 
status as citizens.281 There were reports of feeling embarrassed and ashamed,282 and of 
not wanting to be judged.283 People also described the act of attending a foodbank as 
unnatural,284 and one shrouded in guilt.285 
“Indignity” is another term that has been directly equated to foodbanks. In her critique 
of the foodbank system, Poppendieck lists indignity as one of her seven deadly “ins”; in 
fact, of the seven, she places most emphasis on this concept.286 Her definition focuses 
on how indignity is caused by being treated with suspicion, depersonalisation, and the 
relinquishment of independence. One of four themes recognised by Booth et al. through 
their Australian based research was “eroded dignity,” specifically due to “being fed 
without choice and queuing for food in public places.”287 
Indignity was particularly prominent as shame, “the most persistent attribute of 
contemporary poverty,”288 and what Purdam, Garratt, and Esmail describe as the 
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“hidden cost of food aid.”289 Research has recognised the negative impacts such an 
emotion has on people’s well-being when brought about by, for instance, a lack of 
control over aspects of daily living, compounded by perceiving oneself as possessing a 
lower status within society.290 Van der Horst, Pascucci, and Bol conducted research on 
the emotional responses of foodbank receivers in the Netherlands.291 In their tellingly 
entitled article “The ‘dark side’ of food banks?” they report on how the most prominent 
emotion to be expressed was that of shame, particularly in regard to the inadequate food 
provided, interactions with volunteers, and how those requiring assistance were made to 
understand that they had a lower position within the wider social hierarchy. In this 
respect, shame not only revealed itself as a private emotion, but a social one.  
The wide array of research conducted by scholars in numerous Western countries 
indicates that those using foodbanks feel that their dignity is undermined by needing 
such assistance in the first place and then by the process involved in asking for and 
receiving such help. This has revealed itself through the disempowerment of the user; a 
loss of independence, especially in regard to accessing a basic necessity; the feeling of 
stigma and alienation; the sense of shame and embarrassment; and general degradation 
of well-being. The question now is, how does the foodbank set-up manage to undermine 
dignity in these ways?  
2.6.2.1 How foodbanks undermine dignity 
First and foremost, foodbanks are not a socially acceptable way in which to access food: 
particularly in line with food being a human right, the provision of food aid should only 
take place in emergency situations. For example, in 2020, governments throughout the 
Western world provided funding to foodbanks as need for food charity increased due to 
an inability to work and job losses brought about by coronavirus-induced lockdown 
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conditions (e.g., in A/NZ,292 Britain,293 and Canada).294 However, in “normal” 
circumstances, the principle way in which to acquire food is to purchase it; it does not 
include charity.295 People even referred to their experience of approaching foodbanks as 
begging.296  
In a capitalist system, freedom of choice and consumer sovereignty are important 
principles.297 As Lambie-Mumford eloquently puts it, “[p]articipating in the commercial 
process of shopping defines food experiences”;298 the market-based experience enables 
people to exercise choice and consumer power. Social exclusion from such a seemingly 
mundane exercise as food shopping is thereby guaranteed by the food parcel experience 
through its consumption patterns and acquisition strategies.299  
This sense of social unacceptability is exacerbated by the lack of choice present within 
the foodbank system. One way is in feeling one has to use a foodbank due to a lack of 
other options because of, for example, the inadequacy of one’s income from 
employment or social welfare: “People dependent on food aid necessarily lose part of 
their freedom of choice and inherent human dignity, because they have to accept charity 
food in spite of their actual needs and preferences.”300 
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Another is in the lack of choice available in terms of assistance within a foodbank, 
particularly in the array of food on offer,301 and the inability to choose what food one 
takes, as well as not being able to access what one normally eats let alone enjoys. 
Douglas at al. label these “compromised food choices.”302 This lack of choice highlights 
the disassociation of the service provided with the individual’s needs, e.g., the food 
provided, the amount, or the frequency.303 
Secondly, indignity manifested itself in the fact that charity does not supply a right of 
appeal or legally enforceable claims. The disenfranchisement of this situation is 
heightened by central government no longer possessing a regulatory role, and, at the 
same time, the charitable response having weakened state power to intervene even if it 
wanted to.304 The lack of rights present within the foodbank system is in part brought 
about by the food supplied being predominantly reliant on donations, meaning that food 
parcel operations are constrained in what they can offer,305 and the amount and selection 
of food are unpredictable:306 paradoxically, therefore, when a foodbank is lacking food 
supplies, the policies put in place to ensure the organisation keeps functioning can 
undermine food parcel recipients’ needs. 
As outlined by Tarasuk and Eakin, “[t]heir eligibility for assistance, the frequency with 
which they could receive assistance, and the amount and selection of food they received 
were typically not matters of entitlement. Rather, these matters were decided by the 
workers.”307 Carson also points out that food parcel recipients have no direct entitlement 
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to the “free” food supplied at foodbanks—it is a privilege, “intrinsically detached from a 
rights framework and concurrently from a political one”:308 people need to justify why 
they require the food and contend with the requirements of the particular foodbank, 
additionally meaning that they cannot assume they will receive equal treatment.309 
Thirdly, indignity is revealed through the disassociation between assistance and need: 
the frequency and/or level of assistance is not based on need, but the policies and 
practices of the operation, which are based on a limited, variable, and uncontrollable 
food supply,310 and concerns of abuse. Ultimately, food supply is donor not needs 
driven,311 and the assistance is proscriptive as opposed to pre-. The inability—or even 
neglect—to listen to need shapes undignified experiences as individuals are potentially 
given assistance that they do not need and thereby left in spaces of dependency.312 
Tarasuk and Eakin describe the danger of this set-up as being that the food parcel 
becomes no more than a “symbolic gesture,” devoid of real meaning.313 Yet, there is the 
understanding that foodbanks are not designed to fulfil people’s needs; it is not 
appropriate:314 quite the opposite—there is the sense that foodbanks do not want to risk 
dependency on their services or have their services considered an entitlement. 
Fourthly, the food itself exposes issues related to indignity: pertaining to health, the 
food on offer has been reported as lacking in nutritional value.315 The inability of food 
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parcels to provide a nutritional food balance has even been recognised as a public health 
issue,316 especially for those who have serious underlying health issues, such as 
diabetes.317 
Research has shown how the food provided compromises health,318 with those using 
foodbanks risking long-term nutritional issues,319 as well as exacerbating health 
problems already present.320 Such food does not and cannot address chronic 
consumption concerns,321 let alone chronic health issues. 
The indignity of being unable to access nutritious food is centred on the neoliberal 
discourse around choice, but also the importance of the healthy lifestyle, as previously 
discussed: food parcel recipients have been made to feel that they not only lack money, 
but abilities,322 particularly in the kitchen,323 even though evidence points to the 
contrary.324 
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The cultural aspects of food are acknowledged even less,325 with reports of cultural 
insensitivity.326 There are accounts of foodbanks holding cross-cultural food drives.327 
However, respecting food as a cultural entity entails not only the provision of 
appropriate food, but its context, rituals, practices, and surrounding experiences; it 
encompasses how the food is eaten and with whom.328 As described by Pine and de 
Souza, 
Food is laden with value and meaning; however, these meanings have been 
erased through the commodification of food, and doing so has silenced personal, 
social, and cultural subjectivities. The food-insecurity discourse reinforces the 
notion of food-insecure people as simply lacking a particular commodity. But 
food is about how we experience, express, and interpret cultural values. It is 
about sitting down to dinner with the family, packing snacks for a child to take 
to school, and sharing meals for celebration and grief.329 
There is also indignity to be found in how the food is sourced. There was a sense of 
degradation when obligated to prove eligibility “to receive what are essentially society’s 
leftovers.”330 Feeding people with food waste—that would “otherwise be given to pigs” 
331—has been recognised as an affront to human dignity and basic human rights.332 
Silvasti has denounced the situation as “residual food for residual citizens.”333 There 
also been reports of the food not being fit for human consumption due to it being 
spoiled.334 
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Fifthly, foodbanks have perpetuated undignified power relations. Research has been 
conducted into how food charity reinforces social positions, assisting in the 
maintenance of social structures and economic and political power relations.335 This can 
be observed in how they function: those running the foodbank mandate to a certain 
extent how the emergency food aid is delivered, including the type of food and its 
availability.336  
Studies have brought to the fore the asymmetrical power relationship at play within the 
food parcel interaction itself: charitable giving is a one-sided act and in this respect can 
be regarded as disempowering.337 This is in line with Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the 
charitable gift embodying a form of symbolic violence: they function as “ideological 
machines [which perpetuate the] unequal balance of power.”338 As written by the British 
anthropologist, Mary Douglas, in her foreword to Marcel Mauss’ book, The Gift: “What 
is wrong with the so-called free gift is the donor’s intention to be exempt from return 
gifts coming from the recipient. Refusing requital puts the act of giving outside any 
mutual ties. […] A gift that does nothing to enhance solidarity is a contradiction.”339  
This has been compounded by reports that food parcel recipients felt obligated to 
express gratitude to whatever was given to them,340 leaving people “grateful yet 
resigned”: appreciative of any food, irrespective of its quality.341 Williams et al. include 
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gratitude in their foodbank “emotional nexus,” along with shame and stigma.342 
“Effusive statements of gratitude” or “compulsory gratitude” has been linked to a strong 
sense of powerlessness within food parcel recipients.343 In his book, “Toxic Charity,” 
Lupton, speaking from his own experiences in the US, discusses how there is a change 
in people who use charity, often from gratitude to expectation to entitlement to 
dependency.344 He descibed how the “compassion industry” erodes work ethic and 
degrades human dignity, leading to disempowerment as people have tasks carried out 
for them that they have the ability to do themselves. It also enables those providing the 
food aid—foodbank organisers, volunteers, donors—to believe that this is an 
appropriate service, further obscuring the actual needs of people requiring help: “The 
responses of gratitude that workers valued functioned to further mask clients’ real 
needs, while giving the impression that they had, in some way, been satisfied.”345 As 
Feinberg explains, excessive gratitude can lead “donors to be complacent and 
hypocritical, and doing worse harm still to the recipients.”346 
Although “caring citizenship” may improve the citizenship of the giver, it has proved 
detrimental to the receiver, who is reportedly stripped of theirs. As Poppendieck 
explains, “growth of kindness and the decline in justice are intimately interrelated.”347 It 
has been argued that a more constructive way to understand poverty is as a social, two-
way relationship,348 primarily between those who are poor and those who are not. 
Instead, “Othering” leads to differentiation and demarcation—those with power, those 
without; there is a sense of social distancing and the need for food parcel recipients to 
be socially exorcised to ensure the boundary of normality and legitimacy.349 This can 
even be seen in the physical design of foodbanks: there is a space for volunteers and a 
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space for recipients, and little space for any real social interaction, particularly between 
food parcel recipients.350  
Lastly, the literature discusses how foodbank practices are in keeping with undignified 
dominant neoliberal discourses. One example is the discourse of commodification: 
foodbanks assist in quantifying the way in which those in need regard eating and what 
they should eat.351 The focus on maximising calories and minimising cost inevitably 
leads to other dimensions being neglected.352 This gives the impression that, for those 
who are poor, food has been reduced to calories; stripped of even nutrients, let alone 
cultural, spiritual, and emotional components. Pine recognises that this has additionally 
culminated in not only the increased quantification of food—items, weight—but of the 
food insecure themselves—prevalence, percentage.353 
Another dominant neoliberal discourse is that of dependency. As previously discussed, 
foodbanks have enabled people to become less dependent on the state, but they now 
find themselves dependent on food charity;354 emergency food aid is not a temporary 
experience for many, as has been noted in different countries.355 However, Tarasuk, St-
Germain, and Loopstra have found that it mainly remains a “last resort.”356  
Another example is the neoliberal discourse of deservingness and individual blame.357 
Garthwaite notes how the rise of foodbanks in the UK was followed by misconceptions 
and judgement around those needing assistance: they were labelled as the (un)deserving 
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poor and their foodbank use was responsibilised.358 The discourse around individual 
blame appears to have been bolstered by the increased bureaucracy within food charity 
operations: the registration process, the need to provide adequate reasons, and the 
consistent recourse of budgeting advice.359 Stricter regulations aimed at reducing 
dependency have perpetuated the sense of the (un)deserving poor by essentially 
punishing them for their poverty, as discussed by Moffat: “As if to protect against the 
loathsome intent of some poor, the subjective beings of all who are poor are open to 
interrogation and reconstruction.”360 Beck and Gwilym label the referral system a 
bureaucratic “moral maze.”361 Riches warned—35 years ago—that the right to 
assistance by those in need will be progressively eroded as foodbanks “tighten their 
rationing criteria, introduce more stringent eligibility assessments and make increasing 
distinctions between the deserving and non-deserving.”362 Certain actions are thereby 
justified that inhibit people’s agency and impede dignity—in the name of their 
autonomy, and in order to help mould them into “good” neoliberal citizens: 
Hunger is naturalized within hegemony to the point where society views it as the 
result of people who, due to some fault of their own, fail to fully participate in 
the wage economy and therefore must justifiably suffer the consequence. Here 
the coercive side of hegemony is evident whereby hunger becomes corrective 
punishment for people who are believed to not have taken personal 
responsibility to solve their own economic problems.363 
Moffat compares this situation to the Foucauldian sense of disciplinary power: within 
foodbanks, individuals are qualified, classified, and punished; differentiated and judged. 
They are subjected and become objects of measurement and study; they must prove 
their eligibility: “[t]o protect the distribution of wealth and the nature of the system, a 
hostility must be created that is directed towards those who threaten this system from 
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within.”364 Those deemed non-deserving are morally suspect and a threat to the social 
body. Food parcel recipients, like welfare recipients, “transgress norms of independence 
and autonomy by virtue of their dependence” and are “suspect for personal, subjective 
defects of character that can be rectified through interrogation.”365 Because they 
challenge neoliberal myths, e.g., independence for all within the marketplace, they must 
be held to account and “scrutinized in a manner that requires them to justify their 
selves.”366 This idea of the deserving and undeserving thereby serves to dehumanise 
them: “the person with a stigma is not quite human.”367  
This sentiment can be seen to have helped justify the idea that those who have been 
reduced to a life of food charity should have to contend with an undignified standard of 
living; they are less of a citizen because they are unable to participate in a “normal” 
standard of existence. As portrayed by Riches, 
While food banks remind us visibly of the breakdown of the public safety net, 
and can rightly be seen as catalysts for change, their actions keep alive the 
essential principle of “less eligibility”: that no one receiving welfare should get 
more than the lowest paid wage earner.368 
The (un)deserving narrative also depicts the food parcel recipient as a “charitable case”: 
through attempts at compassion—by volunteers, the public, and the media—they have 
been commodified into objects of pity.369 As the German philosopher Nietzsche 
expresses,  
When we see somebody suffer, we like to exploit this opportunity to take 
possession of [them]; those who become [their] benefactors and pity [them], for 
example, do this and call the lust for a new possession that [they awaken] in 
them “love”; and the pleasure they feel is comparable to that aroused by the 
prospect of a new conquest.370 
The pitiable portrayal of “emergency” food relief has been described as mediagenic, 
especially during the munificent Christmas season; a reason why this Dickenesque way 
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of understanding hunger appears to have been preserved is partly because it secures 
public attention. Discussing the situation in the US, Poppendieck describes the rise of 
the “emergency typification of hunger” in the 1980s, a development in line with what 
was occurring in the UK, Canada, and A/NZ. By framing it as an “emergency,” it has 
evoked the idea that the current situation has been begot by forces outside of human 
control, and those who are hungry are the unfortunate victims.371 She argues that 
foodbanks can utilise this imagery to call upon assistance from the public: foodbanks 
users are crestfallen and helpless; they are portrayed as powerless and “look more like 
objects of compassion than potential allies.”372 Photographs of queues outside a 
foodbank are powerful as they emphasise the apathy and misery of the food parcel 
recipient waiting for their handout.373 In light of this, Poppendieck concludes that it 
should come as no surprise that the dominant response to hunger has been charitable; it 
has led to the remedy becoming “so integral a part of the typification as to blur the 
distinction between problem and response.”374 There is the sense that the food parcel 
recipient is part of a homogenous group; they are divested of social and cultural identity 
by diminishing them to stereotypical characters and casting them as silent objects,375 
thereby denying them their complex humanity and subjectivity. 
This thesis will delve into many of the claims and arguments raised above: the loss of 
choice; the absence of rights; the disassociation between assistance and need; the 
inadequacy of the food provided; the devaluation of food; the perpetuation of unequal 
power relations; the conservation of stereotypes; and the need for gratitude over true 
expression. Using a human dignity lens, the purpose will be to investigate how food 
charity has impacted individuals and the wider social and political ramifications that 
have culminated from these personal experiences. 
 
371 Janet Poppendieck, “Hunger in America: Typification and Response,” in Eating Agendas: Food and Nutrition as 
Social Problems, ed. Donna Maurer and Jeffery Sobal (New York, USA: Aldine de Gruyter, 1995). 
372 Poppendieck, “Hunger in America: Typification and Response,” 27. 
373 For example, Joanna MacKenzie, “Christmas Queues Begin at Auckland City Mission,” Radio New Zealand, 7 
December, 2016, http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/319853/christmas-queues-begin-at-auckland-city-mission. 
374 Poppendieck, “Hunger in America: Typification and Response,” 30. 
375 Kelly Oliver, Witnessing: Beyond Recognition (Minnesota, USA: University of Minnesota Press, 2001); Pickering, 
Stereotyping: The Politics of Representation. 
86 
 
2.6.2.2 Dignity within the indignity 
An opinion piece headline in The Guardian posed the question, “Food Banks or 
Dignity: Is That the Choice We Offer the Hungry?”376 However, research has shown 
that the choice is not so clear-cut: spaces of emergency food provision bring to light 
divergent meanings,377 and people’s experiences reflect the complex role that foodbanks 
play, not only as providers of food aid, but as “spaces of care and facilitators of social 
support and welfare networks.”378 
Poppendieck not only calls attention to the indignity of food charity, but also the 
attempt of food emergency providers to instil a sense of dignity into their 
proceedings.379 Studies have brought to light how food parcel recipients experience 
dignity through their direct treatment by volunteers.380 There have been reports of 
people preferring the treatment of foodbank volunteers to welfare professionals, who 
need to work within stricter bureaucratic boundaries; of those seeking assistance 
appreciating the deprofessionalised and more flexible support provided by charities, 
sitting as they do outside of formal welfare structures.381  
Studies have also shown how foodbank volunteers offered practical, but also vital 
emotional support, which was of particular significance for those feeling stigmatised, 
marginalised, and socially isolated by state institutions and society as a whole; they 
were regarded as opening up a space for “more humane welfare encounters.”382 Vissing 
et al. focused specifically on how dignity was gained through such empathetic foodbank 
interactions: how they provided not only food, but integrity, hope, and respect, and how 
the process of requesting food had been destigmatised by treating people humanely and 
 
376 Jonathan Freedland, “Food Banks or Dignity: Is That the Choice We Offer the Hungry?,” The Guardian, 21 
February, 2014, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/feb/21/food-banks-dignity-hungry-denial-crisis. 
377 Cloke, May, and Williams, “The Geographies of Food Banks in the Meantime.” 
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379 Poppendieck, Sweet Charity? Emergency Food and the End of Entitlement. 
380 Hicks-Stratton, “The Experience of Food Bank Usage among Women: A Phenomenological Study”; M. L. V. 
Kratzmann, “More Than Food: An Exploration of the Food Bank Experience in the Halifax Regional Municipality” 
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381 Cloke, May, and Williams, “The Geographies of Food Banks in the Meantime”; Garthwaite, Collins, and Bambra, 
“Food for Thought: An Ethnographic Study of Negotiating Ill Health and Food Insecurity in a UK Foodbank.”  
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not as burdens or failures.383 Foodbanks have thereby been recognised as salvationary: 
not just alleviating an immediate food crisis, but providing a way back into a decent—
dignified—life.384 
Dignity was also experienced through a sense of community:385 through meeting with 
others in a similar situation, and environments that fostered inclusiveness and reduced 
social isolation.386 There was value in such social contact and the chance to develop 
relationships,387 as well as learn new skills.388 In addition, rather than human indignity 
acting as a way in which to eradicate foodbanks, dignity has been used as a reason to 
improve them and thereby cement them further into the social landscape.389 For 
example, efforts are being made to address the nutritional component.390 
Encouraging community and face-to-face interaction could be regarded as a direct 
challenge to the neoliberal principles of individualism and self-interest; Beer labels this 
“philanthrolocalism.”391 Cloke, May, and Johnsen argue that foodbanks can challenge 
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neoliberal austerity by incubating counter political and ethical values, practices, and 
subjectivities as spaces of care, while simultaneously paying heed to the tensions 
present, i.e., bearing the burden of state responsibility.392 They warn that hegemonic 
interpretations and regarding foodbanks as “inextricably mired in the neoliberal politics 
of their context” and incapable of doing any social good can lead to an uncritical 
analysis.393 The authors state that it is important to recognise that foodbanks address an 
immediate need; otherwise, there is the risk of those who require urgent assistance 
being abandoned. The various ways in which foodbanks operate also means that it is not 
conducive to provide a singular blanket judgement: foodbanks take different forms and 
perform different roles. 
Lindenbaum proposes that foodbanks are a “challenge to neoliberal heterodoxy by 
replacing market strategies (shopping at a store) with non-market ones (obtaining food 
for free at the food bank or through its partner organizations)” and “a viable alternative 
to profit-oriented exchange” by not suggesting that “individual buying decisions can 
produce positive structural change, or that private-sector profit-based initiatives can 
solve food insecurity.”394 He concludes, 
While a dependence on government food, corporate donations, and volunteer 
labor limits the political stances that can be voiced by food banks, any challenge 
to the dominance of the commodity form in a thoroughly commodified society 
deserves to be taken seriously. As sites of decommodification, food banks 
indicate that alternative meanings and subjectivities are possible amidst the 
exclusions and degradations of contemporary capitalism.395 
Food parcel recipients themselves directly challenge the idea of the meritocratic society 
or the notion that one can succeed if one only tries hard enough: “People feel like 
victims of a system beyond their control and therefore express being disappointed in the 
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society they are part of.”396 Such recognition could bring dignity because it confronts 
the notion of atomised shame around requiring such assistance. 
2.7 Summary 
Based on the literature, human dignity is a convoluted and contested concept that has 
evolved to fit within varied historical periods and agendas. Two aspects of human 
dignity that were particularly prominent were its innate, inalienable characteristics and 
its extrinsic, vulnerable traits. The former has been adopted and shaped by human rights 
discourse and subsequently used as the core to social justice movements. It is an 
empowering force, used to justify people’s right to live a decent life, and a connecting 
force, in that it recognises that everyone possesses worth and, as such, they should be 
respected. The latter is invariably discussed within studies in its absence: people live 
lives in which their sense of worth has been replaced by shame and humiliation.  
Formulated at the same time as human rights, research has shown how neoliberal 
ideology also embraced the notion of human dignity. It was moulded to fit within the 
principles of this economic model, including the theoretical idea that a human being is 
an economically rational, competitive, self-centered individual. People have thereby 
been left cobbling together a form of fragile and ill-founded dignity from unfulfilling 
work and vacuous consumerism, and it has been shown that competition has hindered 
their ability to feel compassion for others and recognition of their worth; there is a lack 
of collective empathy. From the literature, it was revealed that the concepts of freedom 
and social relations have been recoded to isolate individuals and make them responsible 
for outcomes over which they may have little or no control. 
Several lines of evidence suggest that human dignity is tied up in the notion of 
individual freedom, which is itself connected to that of choice: more choice equates to 
more freedom. This has justified the marketisation of everything, including food and 
welfare. In this sense, people do not have a right to them: they are responsible for their 
individual well-being.  This has resulted in the responsibilisation of hunger: hunger is 
more a personal defect than a social issue, and solutions reflect this understanding, e.g., 
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nutrition focused initiatives. “Poverty discourse” thereby equates to “human nature 
discourse.” Studies have shown how this adds to the justification of chronic hunger and 
poverty in that there will always be those who fail because they do not possess good 
enough resources and/or resourcefulness—the advantages of wealth, inheritance, 
education, etc., being wilfully ignored. 
Previous research has established how social welfare was particularly targeted by 
neoliberal policies, and, although such safety nets remain within high-income countries, 
they are frequently reported on as being inadequate. In order to address the increase in 
domestic hunger as a result of this inadequacy, state assistance was replaced by 
foodbanks. Those running these charitable operations were appreciative of the bind they 
were placing themselves in from the outset: in taking on the responsibility of feeding 
those who were hungry, they were enabling the state to withdraw further from such 
responsibilities. Understandably, however, they were not prepared to leave citizens to 
suffer needlessly. Studies have demonstrated how, today, foodbanks and food rescue 
organisations have become more firmly established within the social landscape, taking 
on further roles and responsibilities.  
Using a human dignity lens, the literature brought to light how foodbanks occupy a 
space of social, political, and emotional tensions, revealing the detrimental impacts of 
neoliberal policies, while simultaneously helping to embed them. This has been 
recognised and researched from varying angles and in appreciation of both the socio-
economic context, especially in regard to neoliberal policies and social welfare 
provision, and the personal impacts, particularly the detrimental emotional burdens 
caused by requiring and receiving food aid. Observations have been made on the 
tensions that have arisen due to the contradictory existence of foodbanks within 
developed capitalist countries: how they function outside of neoliberalism, assisting 
those who have failed as neoliberal citizens, while enabling neoliberal practices to 
continue. A large body of literature has also investigated tensions arising within the 
foodbanks themselves: indignity has been expressed around the social unacceptability 
of food charity; the lack of choice; the lack of rights; disassociation between assistance 
and need; the quality and sourcing of the food; the presence of power relations; and the 
inadvertent endorsement of neoliberal principles, including food commodification, 
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(un)deservingness, and individual blame. At the same time, there were reports of dignity 
being found within foodbanks, especially through connection and recognition, which 
have been increasingly lost in other neoliberalised spaces. 
Through this literature review and my exploration of human dignity, neoliberalism, and 
food charity, particularly how they intersect in regard to the social issue of domestic 
hunger, I have attempted to create a conceptual scene in which to set my country case 
study: A/NZ. Based on the complex insights and claims drawn, my goal is to examine 
the socio-economic and political context of this country, and how this context is 
experienced. In the following chapter, I will focus particularly on the first two concepts 
covered here—human dignity and the impacts of neoliberalisation—before moving onto 
the development of food charity within A/NZ.  
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3 Colonisation and Capitalism: Domestic Hunger 
and Food Security in Aotearoa New Zealand 
In the previous chapter, I looked into the significance of human dignity, how it has been 
reconfigured within neoliberalised contexts in high-income countries, impacting how 
people experience hunger, and how foodbanks—a reaction to the detrimental impacts of 
these contexts—have revealed themselves to be spaces of humiliation as well as places 
of salvation. This is the first of two chapters in which I consider how these concepts 
materialise within the macro-context of my country case study, Aotearoa New Zealand 
(A/NZ). This chapter will consider the country’s wider socio-economic context: as 
O’Brien points out, when discussing hunger and malnutrition in A/NZ, one must place 
these issues within the framework of rising poverty and inequality, as they have 
significantly moulded the country’s economic and social policy over the past quarter of 
a century.1 
Therefore, I will begin by exploring domestic hunger within the wider social, political, 
and economic contexts of capitalism, historically and today. This is by no means a 
comprehensive overview of A/NZ’s history: it is merely meant to provide a historical 
grounding to assist with better understanding domestic hunger in the country. 
The exploration is composed of two main sections. In the first section, I will consider 
three main periods of A/NZ history. First, I will briefly review the colonisation of 
Aotearoa, the introduction of capitalism, and its intergenerational impacts. Then I will 
provide an overview of the foundation of a welfare state in the mid-1930s. Finally, I 
will examine the introduction of neoliberal policies in the 1980s and ‘90s, and the 
continued impacts of neoliberalisation, particularly on social welfare, domestic hunger, 
and individual well-being. 
In the second section, I will investigate what action the current Labour Government has 
taken to address domestic hunger under the banner of “food security.” I will begin by 
examining how this concept is understood within state documents, the attempts that 
have been made to measure it within the country, and how it has been embraced on the 
 
1 Mike O’Brien, “Privatizing the Right to Food: Aotearoa/New Zealand,” in First World Hunger Revisited: Food 
Charity or the Right to Food?, ed. Graham Riches and Tina Silvasti (London, UK: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2014). 
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local level. I will then explore recent nationwide public initiatives focused on food 
security, specifically nutritional education and school feeding programmes, and their 
impacts on household food security. 
3.1 Legacy of Discrimination: Capitalism, Colonisation, and 
Scarcity 
Just as it is not possible to consider domestic hunger without an understanding of rising 
inequality and poverty in A/NZ, so it is not possible to consider poverty and inequality 
within A/NZ without acknowledging colonisation and its continued impacts.2 A/NZ’s 
legacy has origins that include the violent alienation of the indigenous people from their 
land and resources, leading to a loss in their spiritual, cultural, and economic bases.3 
The colonisation of A/NZ is revealing in two main ways within the context of this 
research: the introduction of capitalism into A/NZ, and the rise of hunger, poverty, and 
discrimination within the Māori population, which has had unmistakeable ramifications 
generations on. 
I recognise that I am unable to present, let alone represent, the intricacy of Māori 
knowledge and struggle: this is a tauiwi (non-Māori) perspective that is only intended to 
provide a general understanding as to why inequality continues today in A/NZ.4 
Signed in 1840, te Tiriti o Waitangi (the Treaty of Waitangi) is acknowledged—and 
proudly brandished—as the founding document of A/NZ. Negotiated between Māori 
rangatira (chiefs) and the British Crown, the treaty formalised colonial relations 
between Māori and Pākehā,5 and is a reaffirmation of Māori sovereignty; still of 
political and legal standing today, it guarantees protection of Māori taonga, including 
natural resources, as well as of Māori rights.6 Te Tiriti confers rights and obligations on 
 
2 Helen Moewaka Barnes and Tim McCreanor, “Colonisation, Hauora and Whenua in Aotearoa,” Journal of the 
Royal Society of New Zealand 49, no. 1 (2019), https://doi.org/10.1080/03036758.2019.1668439. 
3 Fiona Cram, “Poverty,” in Māori and Social Issues, ed. Tracey McIntosh and Malcolm Mulholland (Wellington, 
NZ: Huia, 2011). 
4 For a more in-depth understanding of Māori culture and history, refer to, for example, Moana Jackson, Ani Mikaere, 
Leonie Pihama, Ranginui Walker, and Gary Foley. 
5 Pākehā is a Māori term for Aotearoa New Zealanders primarily of European descent. 
6 Mahdis Azarmandi et al., Committee on the Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights Shadow Report: 




each of the parties involved, a relationship described as “the promise of two peoples to 
take the best possible care of each other.”7 
After the signing of this document, the Europeans (predominantly British) settlers did 
share novel technologies and amenities with the indigenous population—however, they 
also shared unknown diseases and diets: not only had the Māori population declined 
from approximately 250,000 to around 56,000 by 1857, but so had their life 
expectancy.8 However, it was what the colonisers took that cut deeper: as much as te 
Tiriti might be considered the founding document of the country of Aotearoa, it was 
also the bedrock of the state of New Zealand, which involved the destruction of Māori 
political and economic order for the sake of a sovereign state and capitalism. 
Colonisation involved the violent acquisition of land, which was not only a basic natural 
resource for sustenance and habitat, but a bedrock of Māori culture, spirituality, and 
identity.9 Māori food sovereignty was devastated, culminating in widespread 
malnutrition. Land acquisition left Māori with not even enough land for subsistence, 
subjecting them to material poverty and hunger, and increasing their risk to disease.10 
Natural resources were pillaged on an industrial scale, and land was exploited in such a 
way that Māori could no longer live as they had done previously.11 The little land 
remaining in their possession and the bastardisation of the rest led to traditional food 
gathering places and practices being lost.12 
Māori experienced a nutrition transition: they were forced to shift to foods that were 
easier to cultivate on the land left available to them and, simultaneously, foods more 
suited to the British palate became increasingly abundant.13 With increased urbanisation 
 
7 Human Rights Commission, “2009-2012 Statement of Intent and Service Performance,” (Auckland, NZ: Human 
Rights Commission, 2009), 28, accessed 29 November, 2020,  
https://www.hrc.co.nz/files/9814/2352/9958/29-Jun-2009_12-48-42_SOI_2009-11_web.pdf. 
8 Ian Pool, The Māori Population of New Zealand 1769-1971 (Auckland, NZ: Auckland University Press, 1977). 
9 McCully Matiu and Margaret Mutu, Te Whānau Moana: Ngā Kaupapa Me Ngā Tikanga: Customs and Protocols 
(Auckland, NZ: Reed, 2003). 
10 John Reid et al., The Colonising Environment: An Aetiology of the Trauma of Settler Colonisation and Land 
Alienation on Ngāi Tahu Whānau (Christchurch, NZ: University of Canterbury, 2017). 
11 Ben Rosamond, Nation Destroying: Sovereignty and Dispossession in Aotearoa New Zealand (Auckland, NZ: 
ESRA, 2018). 
12 Barnes, Eich, and Yessilth, “Colonization, Whenua and Capitalism: Experiences from Aotearoa New Zealand.” 
13 Hazel Petrie, Chiefs of Industry: Maori Tribal Enterprise in Early Colonial New Zealand (Auckland, NZ: 
Auckland University Press, 2006). 
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in the mid-20th century,14 the Māori diet was redefined further: people were more 
inclined to purchase the majority of their basics, and consumption of traditional foods 
decreased further with a new reliance on supermarkets and the easy availability of fast 
food.15 Many of the introduced foods were not only innutritious, resulting in an increase 
in health-related deaths within the Māori population, but culturally inappropriate.16 
However, Māori were not only alienated from their lands and traditional foods, but from 
their customs, traditional knowledge, and identity: complex Māori customs over land 
ownership and tribal authority were undermined, which had deep psychological 
effects.17 This cultural dispossession was exacerbated by the introduction of 
assimilation policies and acts.18 Education, which included the suppression of te reo 
Māori (Māori language) has been recognised as the “primary instrument for taming and 
civilising the natives and forging a nation which was connected at a concrete level with 
the historical and moral processes of Britain.”19 
Once landless, Māori were forced into capitalist production and wage labour20—as with 
the land, so Māori themselves became a resource.21 The processes of settler 
colonisation, which included alienation and the commodification of land and indigenous 
peoples, and Māori labour migration, recruitment, and settlement, were interlocked 
prerequisites for the provision of a workforce needed for the emerging capitalist 
society.22 
 
14 Morrow explains how “[u]rban dwellers accounted for 62 percent of Māori in 1966 and nearly 80 percent by 
1986.” Dan Morrow, “Tradition and Modernity in Discourses of Māori Urbanisation,” The Journal of New Zealand 
Studies, no. 18 (2014): 85, https://doi.org/10.26686/jnzs.v0i18.2189.  
15 Mason Durie, Whaiora: Māori Health Development (Auckland, NZ: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
16 Durie, Whaiora: Māori Health Development. 
17 Monana Jackson, “Land Loss and the Treaty of Waitangi,” in Te Ao Marama: Regaining Aotearoa: Maori Writers 
Speak Out, ed. Witi Ihimaera (Auckland, NZ: Reed, 1993); A. Ward, An Unsettled History: Treaty Claims in New 
Zealand Today (Wellington, NZ: Bridget Williams, 1999).  
18 Including the Native Schools Act 1858, the Suppression of Rebellion Act 1863, the Native Reserves Act 1864, the 
Māori Representation Act 1867, and the Tohunga Suppression Act 1907. Taima Moeke-Pickering et al., 
“Understanding Māori Food Security and Food Sovereignty Issue in Whakatāne,” Mai Journal 4, no. 1 (2015). 
19 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, “Ko Taku Ko Ta Te Maori: The Dilemma of a Maori Academic” (AARE/NZARE Joint 
Conference, Deakin University, Geelong, Australia, 23 November, 1992), 8-9. 
20 Patrick Ongley, Class in New Zealand: Past, Present and Future (Wellington, NZ: Counterfutures, 2016). 
21 Toon van Meijl, “Settling Maori Land Claims: Legal and Economic Implications of Political and Ideological 
Contests,” in Property Rights and Economic Development: Land and Natural Resources in Southeast Asia and 
Oceania, ed. Toon van Meijl and Franz Benda-Beckmann (London, UK: K. Paul International, 1999). 
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With urbanisation, structural inequality became even more pronounced as Māori were 
left to contend with below par housing, education, and health care, leading to the 
formation of a Māori underclass—“poor, unhealthy, housed in sub-standard homes, 
more likely to offend, less likely to succeed at school.”23  As Māori “integrated” with 
Pākehā, so Māori social structure was destroyed, leading to isolation—personal, social, 
cultural, spiritual, and historical—exacerbating sub-alternation and identity degradation, 
and increasing exposure to the colonial mind-set, and even leading to its 
internalisation.24 
Colonisation also brought about the destruction of the Māori political system: “conquest 
by contract” left the indigenous population not only dispossessed of land, resources, and 
labour,25 but of political authority and power.26 As A/NZ writer and academic Ranginui 
Walker observed, “modern nation building driven by capitalism in the era of European 
expansionism is a historical process driven by nation destroying.”27 This ousting is 
therefore at the core of A/NZ as a state and continues to impact how politics is 
organised within the country,28 as will be discussed further below. The underlying 
colonial mind-set was one of superiority, racially and culturally, to Māori, justified the 
racist and structurally biased state, which was composed of institutions that 
disenfranchised Māori further and increased their sub-alternation.29 
Pre-British colonisation, Māori lived within a self-sufficient system. Kai (food) was 
communally distributed, and food, giving, and community also played a major part in 
their economic system: within their koha (gift) economy, kai was the main currency, 
and the founding principles of reciprocity meant that a gift be returned eventually—not 
immediately—thereby forming a social relationship.30 The capitalist economy 
introduced by the British was founded upon unequal power relations and accumulation 
 
23 Mason Durie, Nga Kahui Pou: Launching Maori Futures (Wellington, NZ: Huia Publishers, 2003), 91. 
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25 Stuart Banner, “Conquest by Contract: Wealth Transfer and Land Market Structure in Colonial New Zealand,” Law 
& Society Review 34, no. 1 (2000), https://doi.org/10.2307/3115116. 
26 Vincent O’Malley, The Great War for New Zealand: Waikato 1800-2000 (Wellington, NZ: Bridget Williams 
Books, 2016); Rosamond, Nation Destroying: Sovereignty and Dispossession in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
27 Ranginui Walker, “The Treaty of Waitangi as the Focus of Māori Protest,” in Waitangi: Māori and Pākehā 
Perspectives on the Treaty of Waitangi, ed. I. H. Kawharu (Auckland, NZ: Oxford University Press, 1989), 264. 
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at any cost—usually that of the indigenous population. Māori were eventually forced to 
move from a system based on sustenance, reciprocity, and community to one based on 
scarcity, individualism, and private property.31 Their food sovereignty was destroyed 
through the loss and destruction of land, prevention of access to traditional foods, and 
enforced nutrition transition, brought about by a complete disregard for Māori culture 
and disrespect for their basic rights. As scholar Poata-Smith summarises, 
[Colonisation] brought about a conflict between agents of the capitalist mode of 
production—in which wealth, and the means to produce wealth, are owned and 
monopolised by a capitalist class constituting a small minority of the 
population—and a pre-capitalist Māori society in which agents operated 
according to a complex web of rights, mutual obligations, and patterns of 
political authority.32 
3.1.1 Intergenerational trauma 
While still a member of the Labour Party, Tariana Turia explained in her speech 
“Trauma and colonisation” how the “legacy of the land wars of the 19th century is 
intergenerational trauma and loss of memory.”33 Testimony to such widespread social 
amnesia came to the fore with the 2019 Ōtautahi-Christchurch mosques’ shootings. The 
incident was labelled by news media website Stuff as the “end of our innocence.”34 The 
shootings called attention to the wider issue of racism within the country; Aotearoa New 
Zealanders of a migrant or non-European background felt more able to share their 
experiences of racial intolerance.  
However, far from previously being no more than a subtle undercurrent, racism was 
clearly evident before this deadly event: it had simply become normalised.35 Which is 
unsurprising if one acknowledges that racism is an integral part of colonialism and not 
simply a by-product of a culture clash; the racist myth upon which A/NZ’s colonial 
legitimacy was founded, i.e., the colonial mind-set—how the Treaty of Waitangi 
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brought indigenous tribes under Britain’s “beneficial” fold of “civilisation,” and how, 
implicit in this, was the need for Māori to be “civilised” by Pākehā—still resonates 
today.36 Not only do Māori cultural values and traditions remain largely ignored within 
state policy,37 but there are continued attempts at “domestication.”38 This is 
compounded by the fact that there is an unconscious bias against Māori submerged 
within government services, legislation, policies, and practice;39 even within those in 
place to counter racism and discrimination,40 e.g., treaty settlements.41 
The legacy of colonialism has been the “differential distribution of social, political, 
environmental and economic resources and well-being within this country with Māori 
bearing the brunt of disparities in many areas,”42 e.g., political disenfranchisement, land 
misappropriation, population decline, and socio-economic marginalisation.43 One only 
has to look at the deluge of inferior social outcomes for Māori, consisting of 
education,44 physical health,45 dental health,46 mental health,47 mortality rate,48 
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habitation,49 unemployment,50 and incarceration.51 However, as Durie points out, using 
Pākehā benchmarks to measure Māori progress does not take into consideration the 
strengths and resilience that have enabled Māori to survive colonisation, and the gains 
that have been achieved; it is important not to focus entirely on detrimental outcomes, 
otherwise the dynamic nature of Māori culture is lost.52 
The injurious impacts of colonisation on Māori food sovereignty also resonate today. 
Access to traditional foods remains limited despite research demonstrating that Māori 
food security could be enhanced with the revitalisation of traditional kai by, for 
example, increasing its availability to Māori households and raising the income 
available to them via employment opportunities and traditional food-based businesses.53 
Instead, access has been impacted by the implementation of quotas on kaimoana 
(seafood),54 hunting bans,55 and alienation from routes to mahinga kai (wild food 
gathering areas).56 In addition, there are tensions between Māori and state models of 
resource management, especially in regard to customary fisheries resource management 
tools and propriety water rights.57 
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Māori food sovereignty has also been impacted by prevailing land ownership disputes. 
The Waitangi Tribunal has been investigating breaches of the Treaty and land claims 
since 1975; it has handled over 2,500 claims to date and hundreds remain.58 Claims can 
take between five and 30 plus years to settle; while some are unable to reach a 
settlement, many are not even considered.59 Complaints are ongoing about the Treaty 
settlement process and the tribunal itself has published numerous reports on the 
unacceptability of the system: accused of being “all smoke and mirrors,”60 many 
settlements have been “disastrous” for Māori,61 and even traumatising in themselves.62  
Lastly, an impact of the nutrition transition has been ongoing detrimental health 
impacts. Almost 50 percent of Māori adults are thought to be obese.63 Onset 2 diabetes, 
which can be brought on by obesity, has been recognised as a particular problem 
amongst Māori:64 the decreased consumption of traditional kai and the increased 
consumption of highly processed sugar infused and/or fatty foods have been linked to 
higher rates of obesity and diabetes, as well as other diet-related diseases within the 
Māori population.65 
A major reason why it is so important to acknowledge colonisation of the country—if 
only in brief—is to appreciate the deleterious impacts it has today on Māori: it is a 
pivotal reason as to their comparative disadvantage, despite those that may contest the 
idea.66 The focus of this thesis is not specifically on Māori hunger. However, their 
persecution affects Pākehā and all A/NZ residents: institutions that cause inequality 
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have a negative influence on the whole of society, not only those who bear the brunt.67 
There is also a connection between all forms of discrimination, an othering of certain 
people that justifies their unfair treatment, whether in regard to race or wealth. 
Most significantly, even though the disadvantages today are due to a continued lack of 
political will and ineffective government policies, the foundations remain and can be 
witnessed as structural biases and psychosocial challenges.68 As American film director 
Spike Lee explained in response to the protests that arose due to the death of George 
Floyd:69 if the foundations are “genocide, stealing the land and slavery […] any 
architect will tell you that […] the building’s gonna be shaky, and it’s been shaky from 
day one.”70 Therefore it is imperative to have an understanding of colonisation when 
discussing the issue of domestic hunger and its possible solutions within A/NZ, whether 
the focus is specifically on Māori or on the wider population. 
3.2 Interlude: “Social Laboratory of the World”  
Before I move onto the introduction of neoliberal policy in A/NZ, I want to 
acknowledge a period in-between. This was not one of complete equality or freedom 
from want—particularly for Māori—however, it was one in which attempts were made 
to assuage the injustices of capitalism through extensive social welfare provision: A/NZ 
was even dubbed the “social laboratory of the world.”71 
Using a social class lens, Ongley divides the history of A/NZ into periods of 
capitalism:72 “origins,” as outlined in the previous section, spanned from 1840 until 
1890 and “laid the foundations for the development of capitalism.”73 “Consolidation,” 
which took place between 1890 and 1935, saw the New Zealand Liberal Party—the 
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country’s first organised political party—launch the next phase of capitalism with its 
introduction of a range of social welfare measurements. The country was just emerging 
out of its Long Depression, which had led to a rise in unemployment and a decline in 
working conditions; it also saw an increase in unionisation and industrial action, and 
eventually the election of the Liberals. 
Richard Seddon—or “King Dick” as he was mockingly known—is particularly 
acclaimed for establishing the Old-Age Pensions Act of 1898, later to be recognised as a 
foundation for A/NZ’s welfare state. During this period, the country was regarded not 
only as “the ‘first’ welfare state,” but almost classless, free of racial conflict, and even 
God’s gift to the lower-classes,74 most famously by Beatrice and Sidney, an English 
couple and members of the Fabian Society who visited the country in 1890s.75 
During the first half of the 20th century, state benefits were extended to widows (1911), 
miners (1915), and the blind (1924). The “modern” welfare state, however, did not 
come about until the 1930s and was initiated by Michael Joseph Savage and the first 
Labour Government. It was established during a period Ongley labels “compromise” 
(spanning 1935 until 1984) because, coming into power during the major capitalism 
crisis of the 1920s and ‘30s, Labour sought class accord over a socialist alternative: “a 
fairer form of capitalism with a broader economic base, a more equitable distribution of 
income and a more beneficent state.”76 In order to address the prevalent mass 
unemployment and poverty, a raft of reforms was introduced—the five-day, 40-hour 
week; minimum wages; pension increases—culminating in the 1938 Social Security 
Act. 
As McClure explains, the previous Depression governments had been seemingly 
indifferent to the ongoing hardships of its citizens, even cutting pensions, wages, and 
salaries.77 Labour, on the other hand, argued that the state should have a larger role in 
ensuring both national and individual security. Inspired by thinkers like Richard 
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Tawney,78 and English liberals who advocated freedom from hunger, fear, and 
destitution, the party’s response to the increased publicity of poverty and the degrading 
impacts of charity—which will be discussed further in the following chapter—was a 
system based on rights, not needs. As stated by Walter Nash, who became A/NZ’s 
Prime Minister in 1957, “‘Freedom’ […] to the Labour Party […] involves above all 
else the right to enjoy the necessities of life and the amnesties of a decent, civilised 
existence.”79 Freedom equated to a decent—dignified—life.  
A/NZ historian Margaret McClure provides a detailed account of the history of social 
security in the country.80 Labour did not only transform the needs of the poor into the 
rights of the poor, but went one step further and allied them with the needs and rights of 
the middle-classes. This was achieved by providing monetary assistance to all, 
irrespective of wealth or income: welfare was portrayed as a social right akin to 
citizenship and thereby for everyone, not just those regarded as indigent. As 
vulnerability to adverse life events was universal—a sentiment bolstered by the fact that 
the detrimental impacts of the Great Depression had affected people of all social 
standings—so need was a shared experience that required collective measures. The 
welfare system was thereby removed from the taint of poverty and charity, and even 
regarded as an institution of national pride. Yet, it is important to add that universality 
did not mean everyone: Māori and women in particular did not benefit as much as 
others. 
3.2.1 The shift 
The situation notably started to change with the outset of WW2: as McClure identifies, 
focus shifted from individual well-being to that of the state, and, in line with the loss of 
life, national interests prioritised the needs of the young and families, leading to the 
post-war universal family benefit.81 Despite the idea of universalism maintaining a 
sense of social security for all, questions over the “deservingness” of Māori countered 
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this inclusivity, and, while the young flourished, the old and socially vulnerable slid into 
relative poverty. During the 1940s and post-war years, this disparity worsened as the 
well-being and affluence of the majority improved: those struggling, including those 
receiving social welfare payments, were left on the societal side-lines. As relative 
poverty was not as obvious as the Great Depression breadlines, the political appeal of 
domestic hunger faded. In line with this, the aim of social welfare during the 1950s and 
‘60s shifted from financially moving people out of poverty to the wider goal of enabling 
them to live their lives more “successfully.” Universal superannuation for the middle-
classes increased and discretionary assistance for the destitute was established; private 
enterprise and private solutions enjoyed a renewed interest, and state responsibility for 
the economic well-being of its citizens began to decline. McClure notes how the 
separation between givers and takers was intensified by removing a large proportion of 
the country from the benefit system, increasing the sense of resentment for those who 
used it. 
This period also brought to the fore tensions with the social welfare system that had in 
fact always been present: between universalism and means-tested, the needs of the 
young and old, and monetary aid and welfare guidance.82 However, the 1970s—during 
which A/NZ, along with other high-income countries, was experiencing a boom—
brought with it a reassessment of social security: a 1972 report by the Royal 
Commission highlighted how welfare plays a vital role within rich—as well as poor—
societies, and that the indigent should not be socially marginalised.83 The commission 
called for the state to ensure a standard of living that would allow “participation and 
belonging [italics in original] to the community,”84 urging the government to not simply 
ensure a “hand-to-mouth existence,” but one of “modest affluence for all.”85 In light of 
the state’s financial capacity, benefit levels increased and the domestic purposes benefit 
and National Superannuation—both recognised as costly—were introduced in 1973 and 
1977, respectively. 
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However, not soon after the commission had published its findings, another global crisis 
hit: from 1973 until 1984, the country, along with its Western peers, had to deal with 
stagflationary recession, bringing an end to full employment policies and real wage 
growth; in A/NZ specifically, the situation was exacerbated massively by Britain 
joining the European Economic Community in the 1970s, which involved the country 
losing its privileged trading status with the UK.86 The notion of welfare acquired a more 
negative connotation in these meagre times, regarded as appropriating scarce resources. 
By the time the fourth Labour Party came into power on June 11, 1984, after a snap 
election, public sector debt was steep, unemployment and inflation rates were growing, 
and a currency crisis was generating further financial instability.87 
3.3 Neoliberal Capitalism: Colonisation 2.0 
The agenda embraced to address these issues was that of neoliberalism,88 later to 
become eponymously known as Rogernomics: a portmanteau of Roger and economics, 
after the then finance minister, Roger Douglas. Neoliberal policies had previously been 
adopted in the US (Reaganism) followed by the UK (Thatcherism) during the early 
‘80s. However, Douglas’ reforms were recognised as “more radical than any other 
industrial country’s,”89 and “the most ambitious attempt at constructing the free market 
as a social institution to be implemented anywhere this century.”90 Consequently, 
A/NZ’s epithet changed from “social laboratory” to “neo-liberal experiment.”91 
The transformation was not uniform; even at its peak, it was not a well-structured, 
consolidated political enterprise: the country experienced variations due to political 
conflict and compromise.92 However, it was heralded as “successful” overall by such 
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major neoliberal backers as the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).93 Yet, the “speed 
with which the reform program was implemented […] was frequently associated with 
poor implementation and a preference for dogmatism over practicality.”94 The 
“especially doctrinaire” adjustments brought about by this “neoliberal backlash”95 
comprised of “market liberalisation and free trade, limited government, a narrow 
monetarist policy, a deregulated labour market, and fiscal restraint.”96 
In 1986, the Royal Commission on Social Policy returned with a five volume report that 
emphasised the need for universalism and state responsibility to counter the high 
incidence of poverty and social polarisation; however, this time it had very little 
influence on government policy. By December 1990, a Treasury report revealed that 
250,000 New Zealanders were living in poverty.97 
In the same month, the then Chief Human Rights Commissioner, Margaret Mulgan, is 
quoted in the New Zealand Herald as warning that the proposal of further benefit cuts of 
up to 25 percent “could bring many beneficiaries and their children close to the brink of 
economic disaster.”98 This was renounced by the then Prime Minister, Jim Bolger, who 
denied that the cuts broke any United Nations treaties: “If the Human Rights 
Commissioner wants to become an economic commentator, then I invite her to study 
the economics of New Zealand as well.” Mulgan responded with the fact that her 
statement was based on the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights.99 
Despite this, benefits, which were still considered an overspend and therefore a massive 
impediment to economic growth and job creation, were cut further on April 1, 1991, in 
what was to be known as the “Mother of All Budgets.” Jenny Shipley—then acting as 
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Bolger’s Minister of Social Welfare—founded her social policy reform on four 
seemingly innocuous yet inimical concepts: fairness, i.e., stricter targeting determined 
by genuine need; self-reliance, i.e., that the individual take care of themselves and their 
family rather than depend on the state; efficiency, i.e., value for money; and greater 
personal choice through more providers, i.e., increased privatisation.100 
As the benefit amount reduced, those dependent on social welfare multiplied, almost 
doubling between 1984 and 1990.101 Regarded in 1935 as “the central plank of 
economic and social policy,” after 1984, “the goal of full paid employment […] was 
treated by policymakers as unattainable, unaffordable and undesirable.”102 Pursuit of a 
“New Right economic agenda” culminated in increased un- and underemployment, and 
a decrease in real wages and the purchasing power of households.103 Considerable 
cutbacks on unskilled wage labour led to unemployment figures being disproportionally 
worse for Māori:104 Māori experienced an 11 to 25 percent increase in unemployment 
rates between 1986 and 1992, while the Pākehā rate peaked at 8 percent.105 Efforts were 
made to essentially push the unemployed into the labour market through workfare, 
monetary incentives, and obligations to participate in training programmes and work 
schemes, as well as the implementation of extended stand-down periods and more 
stringent eligibility criteria, targeting, and mean and work testing.106 The unemployed 
were essentially forced to accept any job offer deemed reasonable, often coercing them 
into low paid employment, moves recognised as effectively disciplining labour and 
curbing wage demands.107 
This situation was compounded by the breakdown of the union movement, which led to 
a decline in its power and influence. The trade movement is reported to have been 
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“severely damaged” by the 1991 Employment Contracts Act: over a period of only three 
years, union membership halved and strike action fell;108 collective wage bargaining 
was supplanted by individual employment contracts and a restriction over unions from 
accessing workplaces.109 The curtailment of union power meant that unions were unable 
to effectively support those on a low-income, and social welfare payments and job 
security decreased.110 
Meanwhile, industrial power and capitalist activism increased; business owners 
benefited from rapid corporatisation and privatisation,111 and high-income earners were 
lavished with tax cuts, a move deemed necessary to encourage further investment.112 
Therefore, in line with the neoliberal model, the “revolution” that befell A/NZ was “led 
by those who benefited—and left the mass of the people behind,” most notably the 
already poor, including single-parent families—predominantly women—the elderly, 
Māori, and Pacific Islanders.113 Not only did the country see a sharp decline in income 
equality,114 but it fell at a faster rate than in any other OECD country.115 Critical 
commentator Jane Kelsey recounts how the “number of New Zealanders estimated to be 
living below the poverty line rose by at least 35 percent between 1989 and 1992; by 
1993 one in six New Zealanders was considered to be living in poverty.”116 Rashbrooke 
contends that there is a direct connection between the neoliberal social welfare 
restructuring that took place in the ‘80s and ‘90s and the rise in income disparities.117 
Subsequent government efforts were made to address these social disparities: in the late 
1990s, the Third Way was a political ideology implemented by Labour-led 
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governments: it was hailed as the “renewal of social democracy.”118 However, it has 
since been recognised as a merely middle-ground endeavour at best,119 or simply 
neoliberal policies under a more socially acceptable guise.120 Many of the neoliberal 
economic policies remained intact and, of more relevance, social policy continued to 
equate to individual employability and stricter compliance regarding job-seeking 
activities for welfare: 
The state’s role is no longer to guarantee a basic level of social security, as a 
right, for all citizens, but instead to manage the social and fiscal risks posed by 
those citizens who “fail” to be competitive or whose behaviour is 
dysfunctional.121 
As Cheyne, O’Brien, and Belgrave explain, while “social security” emphasised people’s 
right to a benefit based on citizenship, “income support” and “social assistance” are 
based on an individual assessment in which the recipient is defined as a consumer with 
needs as opposed to a citizen with rights.122 O’Brien at al. also discuss how language 
around welfare transformed from “needs,” “rights,” “participation,” and “community 
responsibility,” and “welfare as a means of ensuring basic survival” in the ‘70s, to 
“sufficient assistance,” “genuine need,” “responsibilities,” and “obligations” in the ‘80s 
and ‘90s.123 
3.3.1 Three and a half decades on 
Jacinda Ardern’s Labour Party won a historic victory in the 2020 election; the biggest 
Labour victory in five decades.124 Her message has been one of compassion and 
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kindness, and, in 2020, she was ranked second in Prospect’s world’s top 50 thinkers:125 
“[h]er ‘ethos of kindness’ sounded a vague way to transcend neoliberalism, but she’s 
steadily shown what it means in fields from child welfare to the environment.”126 
However, not everyone has benefitted from this message.127 A couple of months later, 
in the “Innocenti Report Card 16” released early September 2020, A/NZ was ranked 35 
out of 42 high-income countries, i.e., a “failing grade” in child welfare.128 In an 
interview within Radio New Zealand, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
New Zealand chief executive Vivien Maidaborn explained that this result was driven by 
inequality.129  
Of concern, there continues to be no poverty line in the country,130 especially as the 
widening gap between the rich and poor remains a particularly jarring issue in A/NZ: 
according to the latest 2014 figures, the country has a Gini coefficient of 0.349.131 A 
2017 report published by the Victoria University of Wellington provides a graph of Gini 
co-efficient measurements spanning from the 1930s to 2014:132 notably, the lower level 
of the late 1930s has never been re-attained, and, apart from a spike in 1999/2000, it has 
remained relatively constant from 1994 after increasing during the late 1980s.  
Granted, the increase in inequality since the 1980s is said to have affected all echelons 
of society in terms of social and health issues, but those at the bottom inevitably tend to 
suffer more. To use an array of easy to grasp yet hard to swallow statistics, those who 
have fared best are the top 1 percent: they own 20 percent of the wealth, while 90 
percent of the population own less than 50 percent; A/NZ’s two wealthiest people own 
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the same as the poorest 30 percent. Today, an individual in the richest 10 percent can 
earn up to eight times as much as an individual in the poorest 10, and the wealthiest 
tenth of the country owns approximately one fifth of the country’s net worth, while the 
poorest half own under 5 percent.133 
The poor have been hardest hit by rising housing, rent, and utility costs, and 
improvements in health and education outcomes do not affect them as much as those in 
a better economic position.134 Their circumstances are exacerbated by the fact that more 
impoverished regions are impacted to a greater extent with a shortage of available 
employment and contend with unemployment rates that exceed 5 percent.135 Groups 
particularly at risk include Māori, Pasifika, women, the elderly, and those with 
disabilities, as well as sole parent families, households with more than four children, 
and beneficiaries.136  
March-April 2020 COVID-19 lockdown conditions increased the official 
unemployment rate to 4.2 percent from 4 percent in 2019 December, only for it to drop 
again. However, this decrease was taken up by the underutilisation rate, which rose 
from 10.4 percent to 12 percent.137 As the unemployment figures did not take into 
consideration those on the wage subsidy and not working, both figures are expected to 
increase in the near future; the unemployment rate is expected to peak over 9 percent.138 
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However, prior to this, the country was recognised for low unemployment, and high 
levels of participation and flexibility within the labour market, meaning low levels of 
long-term unemployment.139 
Within A/NZ, employment is regarded as important for one’s overall well-being, as 
explained by Gore, 
In New Zealand, like many other neoliberal countries, paid employment is 
valued above all other forms of activity, and those who are employed are granted 
a higher level of dignity than those who are not. Thanks to a politically-curated 
neoliberal narrative, welfare dependency is deliberately linked to the idea of 
individual failure so that to be “dependent” (instead of self-sufficient) is 
shameful, demeaning and infantilising. 140  
Yet, as in many other high-income countries, A/NZ has a growing issue with the 
working poor.141 A 2018 submission to the Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights by the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions has also raised the issue 
of underemployment.142 Therefore, although unemployment figures were seen to have 
decreased (pre-COVID-14 2020 lockdown), underemployment figures had almost 
doubled, which amounts to nearly a quarter of a million people.143 Reports have also 
been published on the rise in precarious or insecure employment, i.e., work involving 
unfavourable conditions.144 
Yet, despite this socio-economic hardship, and the historical, political, and economic 
reasoning behind it, there is a general lack of social empathy for those struggling 
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financially. As Barber explains, “[a] more serious obstacle to the realisation of greater 
equality is the fact that almost thirty years of rapid social and economic change have left 
their marks in our social attitudes,”145 a viewpoint echoed by Boston.146 Such public 
perspectives include underestimating the gap between the rich and the poor; being more 
accepting of income disparities; blaming poverty on laziness and a lack of willpower; 
and honing in on personal responsibility as opposed to appreciating structural reasons.  
A comparison of surveys conducted a decade apart (1999 and 2009) by the International 
Social Survey Programme on social inequality and state accountability appear to reflect 
a society in which more emphasis is placed on individualistic responsibility and 
aspiration as opposed to collective well-being.147 For example, in a 2016 report 
published by The Guardian, which revealed that twice as many children are living 
below the poverty line compared to 1984148— “New Zealand’s most shameful 
statistic”—the article quotes Vivien Maidaborn: 
The empathy Kiwis are famous for has hardened. Over the last 20 years we have 
increasingly blamed the people needing help for the problem. 
If you can’t afford your children to have breakfast, you’re a bad budgeter. If you 
aren’t working, you’re lazy. But our subconscious beliefs about some people 
“deserving” poverty because of poor life choices no longer apply in today’s 
environment. We have to ask ourselves as a society, are we really prepared to let 
our children grow up this way?149  
A 2014 report on the attitudes of A/NZ residents to child poverty revealed how, while 
40 percent of participants felt that such poverty was because of economic factors, 
including unemployment, low wages and the rise in living costs, another 40 percent 
assigned it to “bad parenting choices; neglect, lack of budgeting, and not prioritising 
children ahead of spending on alcohol, smokes, drugs etc.”150 Only 12 percent thought it 
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was due to systemic failures and a lack of government support. This is echoed in a 
report written by Louise Humpage: through her analysis of public opinion data spanning 
from 1989 to 2005, she concluded that “since 1998 New Zealanders have increasingly 
believed that individuals are to blame for their poor circumstances, even if such a belief 
may be subject to some rather rapid fluctuations (as seen in 2005).”151 Smith also 
supports the idea that Aotearoa New Zealanders do not like to talk about poverty as a 
structural issue; instead, they frame it as a personal defect.152 
Sir Edmund Thomas, a well-known A/NZ jurist, recognises that “the liberal 
individualism that has taken hold seems to preclude anything more than minimal 
empathy for those who suffer or who are vulnerable or disadvantaged; the so-called 
‘losers’ in a capitalist economy.”153 He asserts that the loss of empathy for the collective 
has led to a loss in concern for social justice, and explains that, although there are 
examples of people who are fully capable of empathy (e.g., after the Christchurch 
earthquake), “restoring or converting this capacity for empathy to the body politic is 
probably the most difficult challenge facing any post-neo-liberal reconstruction.”154 
A prime example of this lack of empathy can be witnessed in attitudes towards 
beneficiaries: far from an empathetic appreciation of the need for social welfare, 
“[b]eneficiaries are regarded negatively, as failures whose behaviour will only change 
through strong controls.”155 The modern notion of social security—and the idea of 
citizenship—is centred not on participation, let alone self-improvement or -fulfilment, 
but getting people into work that pays. Oak argues that the country has moved from a 
Soft Work-First regime to a Hard Work-First regime: from one that focuses on making 
individuals more employable through training and education, to one in which emphasis 
is placed on work-search behaviours, augmented through sanctions.156 Such 
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“management” of the poor is justified as a way in which to control their “perceived 
deviant or criminal behaviour”: “The stereotyped notions of their demoralised behaviour 
entails assumptions that, unless such regulation is put in place, the poor will engage in 
drug or alcohol abuse, benefit fraud, or shiftless behaviour and hence maintain their 
welfare dependency.”157 
Paradoxically, economic inequality itself is said to have made people more myopic, and 
less inclined to have an opinion on issues that do not directly affect them.158 
Alternatively, it is used to tolerate the situation: “the widening gap between rich and 
poor has often been accepted as the price we have to pay for rewarding talent and hard 
work.”159 As explained by Sir Thomas, the concept of “equality” tends to be defined as 
“equality of opportunity”—the political mantra used to conceal the true extent of 
inequality in the country—which is brought about by “genetics, ethnic and other 
prejudices, the economic order, and liberal individualism.”160 Social mobility is simply 
not possible for all: “The disadvantaged are stuck with being disadvantaged.”161 
A/NZ society is also accused of suffering from “tall poppy syndrome,” otherwise 
known as a “crab mentality”: the resentment and subsequent cutting down of people 
who are deemed too successful or superior.162 Instead, there is the expectation that one 
is humble and self-deprecating: it is “as though excellence or superiority in a particular 
field somehow represented a rebuff to ideas of equality.”163 
However, it is important to acknowledge that the public response to poverty and 
inequality has, of course, been nuanced. Nairn, Higgins, and Sligo’s research on the 
“children of Rogernomics”—young people born in the mid-1980s—revealed 
contradictions: personal adoption of the neoliberal ideology was dependent on different 
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factors, including ethnicity and spirituality, particularly for Māori and Samoan 
participants.164 Humpage also reported that, as well as a hardening attitude towards the 
unemployed, there was a widespread feeling that training and education should be 
endorsed as incentives, as opposed to individuals being obligated to undertake such 
instruction via coercion or sanctions.165 Humpage surmises that “neoliberalism has had 
a significant, but incomplete and shifting, impact on public attitudes towards the 
unemployed, health care, education, pensions, tax and redistribution in New 
Zealand.”166 
And the state has made its own moves to “humanise” poverty, rebranding the concept 
into a more socially acceptable form: child poverty and, through association, that of 
families. The palatability of such poverty can be found in the blamelessness of the child; 
(unemployed) adult hunger cannot exist as child hunger exists, because the former is 
self-inflicted. As left-leaning political commentator, Chris Trotter, explains, the 
“general compassion for the condition of those children’s parents is all tapped out.”167 
When Ardern became prime minister in 2017 by way of a Labour victory, she not only 
made child poverty a major focal point of her party, but assigned herself as Minister for 
Child Poverty Reduction.168 Ardern also made an important observation: that the 
income of the parent or guardian plays a massive role in poverty. Although arguably a 
somewhat redundant remark, it is more astute than her predecessor, John Key, who is 
quoted as saying in 2011 that families requiring food parcels had made poor choices 
because “anyone on a benefit actually has a lifestyle choice.”169 
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The Child Poverty Reduction Bill was passed in December 2018. However, as outlined 
by the Child Poverty Action Group in its review of the bill, it missed an opportunity to 
include food security measurements.170 The organisation stated that “timely indicators” 
are needed, including the undertaking of nutrition surveys for both children and adults 
in order to ascertain what the levels of food insecurity currently are so that a baseline 
can be created for food hardship measurements, as well as food bank data.171 It therefore 
recommends that the yearly report on progress include food insecurity and food bank 
data, as well as data from organisations that address this immediate need. 
The state has also attempted to humanise the economy: in its 2018 Budget Policy 
Statement, Labour introduced the Wellbeing Budget. An approach endorsed by the 
OECD,172 A/NZ was the first country to explicitly adopt it.173 Part of the initial focus—
and subsequent budget—was child poverty, along with domestic violence, mental 
health, and supporting Māori and Pasifika aspirations.174 
As outlined in the Treasury’s Budget Policy Statement 2019,175 the well-being approach 
aims to provide people with “the capabilities they need to live lives of purpose, balance, 
and meaning for them.”176 In an attempt to look beyond the soulless disposition of the 
gross domestic product, it is sold as an “intergenerational approach that seeks to 
maintain and improve New Zealanders’ living standards over the long-term”:177 
economic growth alone will no longer be of paramount importance. The approach is 
based on the Treasury’s Living Standards Framework: twelve domains of well-being, 
which relate to the country’s current well-being status, and four capitals—human, 
social, natural, and financial and physical (together presented as economic capital)—
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which represent the country’s asset stocks and future well-being status.178 Notably, food 
security is not included as a domain. However, lining up the Living Standards 
Framework with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a report published by The 
Treasury connects goal 2 (ending hunger) to the well-being domain “income and 
consumption,”179 but goal 2—along with half of the remaining SDGs—is not aligned 
with any of the capitals. 
Reassuringly entitled “Rebuilding Together,” the aims of the 2020 Wellbeing Budget 
reflected the impacts of the on-going COVID-19 pandemic. Focus was placed on 
“maintaining critical support for existing public services and supporting key 
infrastructure investments.”180 In light of the increased numbers requiring food charity, 
Wellington City Mission stated that the 2020 budget should focus specifically on food 
security as well as homelessness:181 investment materialised for the latter issue;182 
action in regard to the former will be discussed in the following chapter. 
3.3.1.1 Welfare policy 
The 2020 March-April COVID-19 induced nationwide lockdown led to a significant 
rise in those on a social welfare benefit, as people lost their jobs due to businesses 
struggling to keep financially afloat.183 MacLennan reported in 2020 that approximately 
2.8 million (of the country’s 4.9 million) were now beneficiaries.184 In its submission 
for the 2020 Wellbeing Budget, the Salvation Army called on the Labour Government 
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to invest in the welfare system in the name of well-being,185 following on from the 
“Whakamana Tāngata—Restoring Dignity to Social Security in New Zealand” report 
published by the Welfare Expert Advisory Group (WEAG)186—which will be discussed 
in more detail below—and its own 2019 report, “Progress Towards Equality.”187 But, 
despite the substantial increase in unemployment and those needing social welfare 
assistance, beneficiaries were again extensively disregarded, as raised by Brooke Fiafia, 
Auckland Action Against Poverty’s spokesperson: 
The Government’s 2020 well-being budget continues to fail low-income people, 
families and communities with the lack of investment in support for people 
receiving benefits. It contains no additional increases to core benefits outside of 
the indexation changes and we keep condemning hundreds of thousands of 
people to live below the poverty line.188 
Social welfare, which is accessed by the public via the Ministry for Social 
Development’s department of Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ), has been 
previously and repeatedly berated for its inadequate social welfare payments. A 2018 
report published by the Human Rights Foundation (HRF) revealed that the gap between 
benefit payments and wages had been steadily increasing, meaning that “the standard of 
living experienced by beneficiaries, compared to that of the wider community, [had] 
continued to decline.”189 Concerns have also been raised as to the equally ungenerous 
conduct of WINZ officials and the overall treatment of those seeking assistance.190 The 
social welfare set-up has been described as “an increasingly targeted and punitive 
system [that] fulfilled the objective of the reforms—to reduce the numbers of people on 
benefits,”191 as well as discouraging individuals from applying at all.192 The HRF 
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labelled the system as “cumbersome, confusing, [that] entitlements are hard to 
determine and the culture of WINZ […] as unhelpful and lacking in compassion.”193  
The foundation expressed concerns that the current system “undermined the dignity and 
security of beneficiaries, many of whom belong to the most marginalised groups in New 
Zealand,” proliferating the idea that being a beneficiary is “an undesirable status and 
something solely within the control of the beneficiary.”194 HRF argued that 
[t]he purpose of a social security system is to support and protect citizens 
through these life events and circumstances, so that they can enjoy the same 
basic economic and social rights of citizens with more favourable life 
circumstances. This is a fundamental human right, well within the affordability 
of a wealthy country such as New Zealand, which, on the contrary has growing 
inequality.195 
The advocacy group Auckland Action Against Poverty has been particularly vocal 
against a culture it has labelled “toxic.”196 Its Advocacy Co-ordinator Alistair Russell is 
quoted as saying that the harmful values embedded within the social welfare system 
transcend governments: they are embedded within neoliberal economic policy.197 He 
explained that the way in which WINZ is managed reflects the prevailing ideology that 
beneficiaries are unemployed because of personal faults, justifying the punishing 
procedures in place. 
According to the country’s Human Rights Commission, the process of obtaining 
supplementary assistance is just as “complex” and undignified.198 Food grants can be 
found listed under Special Needs Grants under “essential costs.” In 2019, hardship 
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assistance with food as the primary reason amounted to approximately NZ$30 million, 
an increase of about one third from the previous year.199 
In addition, the grant amount may not reflect the needs of the individual: in 2019, 1 
News reported on concerns that WINZ was calculating hardship food grants based on 
Otago University’s food cost survey; in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland, this had led to a 
one-size-fits-all approach—individual circumstances were not taken into consideration, 
including access to cooking facilities, culinary skills, whether they already had staples 
not included within the calculated food basket, cultural needs, or health dietary 
requirements.200 It did consider gender, however, with women receiving less money 
than men.201 
In 2018, the WEAG was established by the then Minister for Social Development, 
Carmel Sepuloni, to assist in the creation of a welfare system that ensures “an adequate 
income and standard of living,” and gives people the possibility to “live in dignity” and 
“participate meaningfully in their communities.”202 In its final report, published in 
February 2019, this purpose was plain in the title alone—“Whakamana Tāngata—
Restoring Dignity to Social Security in New Zealand”203—especially when compared to 
its 2010 predecessor: “Reducing long-term benefit dependency.”204 In the 2010 edition, 
neoliberal rhetoric is rife, with frequent mentions of benefit claimant “responsibilities” 
and “social obligations,” and key recommendations regarding parental obligations, 
budgeting, and support for risk families, i.e., those at risk of family violence or sexual 
abuse as opposed to poverty or unemployment. At the time of its release, the 2010 
report was criticised for its narrow perspective, its punitive welfare outlook, and its 
disregard for the inadequacy of benefit levels.205 
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The updated version was more politically out-spoken: it described the current welfare 
system as “based on conditionality including sanctions” and “tightly targeted, with 
inadequate support to meet even basic needs. The experience of using the system is 
unsatisfactory and damaging for too many of the highest need and poorest people.”206 
Instead of advocating the continuation of punitive neoliberal policies, the WEAG 
concluded that, to create a fair system that safeguards and instils dignity, there needed to 
be a complete overhaul of the current structure; the social welfare system is simply no 
longer fit for purpose.207 Domestic hunger is not referred to directly in the report, but it 
does discuss the incapability of Aotearoa New Zealanders to meet basic costs, including 
food.208 
The response by the Labour Government to this more than 200-page document was 
described as disappointing,209 “dismal,”210 and “pathetic.”211 The main reform adopted 
by the government was one that had already been promised in 2017, before the report 
was commissioned: scraping sanctions imposed on solo parents for not naming the other 
parent—notably judgemental on the morality of single mothers. This was to take effect 
in April 2020. 
The welfare system to-date continues to be condemned: writing for The Spinoff, Max 
Rashbrooke, a journalist known for his work on economic inequality, described how the 
current system’s many failings include its extremely confusing rules, its punitive 
attitude towards benefit recipients, its failure to adapt to modern work and 
relationship patterns, its inability to properly support people into paid work, and 
its inability to keep recipients out of poverty.212 
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Both the CPAG and Salvation Army Te Ope Whakaora have called for the government 
to implement all the recommendations laid out in Whakamana Tāngata, including 
raising the core benefit rates, increasing the amount that can be earned before a support 
reduction, and removing harmful sanctions.213 
In its 2020 State of the Nation report, the Salvation Army explained how children living 
in the deepest poverty in A/NZ reside in households that rely on a benefit that is less 
than 30 percent of the average wage.214 Despite such damning evidence, McClure 
surmises that, because the 1938 social security legislation was such a landmark move 
due to its rights-based ideology and universality, the “myth of humanitarianism” within 
the welfare system has prevailed.215 She explains that the dignity of social security has 
always “rested on a knife-edge”: “pension” replaced the stigma of “charity”; “benefits” 
replaced the shame of means-tested pensions; and today, “beneficiary” holds negative 
connotations. McClure concludes that, “[o]ne of the greatest challenges ahead is to 
maintain not only the adequacy of benefits but the dignity of individual recipients of 
income support in a more demanding era.”216 
Notably, as Humpage points out, those unemployed due to the 2020 coronavirus-
induced recession received more money through COVID-19 pay-outs than long-
standing beneficiaries acquired routinely—new WINZ centres were even purposefully 
built for them.217 This has been interpreted as a tacit admission that to be a beneficiary 
carries a stigma: “Such moves suggest the Government is pandering to the middle 
classes who never thought they would be unemployed; indeed, being ‘newly jobless’ 
and receiving an ‘income relief payment’ rather than an unemployment benefit avoids 
this branding.”218 
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3.4 Context of Domestic Hunger 
The COVID-19 pandemic may have been an “equaliser” in who it infected—even 
royalty and presidents were not immune—but not how it affected. As reported by the 
Human Rights Commission, the “immediate stress and long-term impacts are not evenly 
shared: they disproportionately fall on those who were already finding it tough 
beforehand.”219 The emergence of the 2020 pandemic highlighted and further fractured 
what was already broken within A/NZ’s social system. It brought to light how close so 
many had been to the (country’s non-existent) poverty line and residing on the fringes 
of society. During lockdown level 4, those who could work from home were estimated 
to be only one third of the population;220 the remaining two thirds of the workforce did 
not possess a job they could carry out from their place of residence, and many could not 
afford to self-isolate for weeks, leaving them only one or two pay checks away from 
destitution and in acute danger of losing their incomes, professions, and homes. In 
August 2020, Stats NZ reported that 11,000 Aotearoa New Zealanders had lost their 
jobs: women—who made up 90 percent of the figure—Māori, and young people were 
overrepresented; most had been employed in lower paying sectors.221 The month 
following lockdown it was estimated that 12.1 percent of the country’s working age 
population was now receiving a main benefit. 
Within days of entering nationwide level 4 lockdown in 2020, the extent of domestic 
hunger in the country started to materialise as food in schools, community meals, 
community gardens, and food redistribution projects became inaccessible. On return to 
level 3 conditions, Auckland City Mission estimated that 20 percent of the country was 
now food insecure, double its 10 percent estimate from the previous—COVID-19 
free—year.222 Domestic hunger and the inability of people to afford food was present 
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pre-virus, and those numbers rose and continued to rise after the post-lockdown “new 
normal”223 commenced. Chris Farrelly from Auckland City Mission predicted, “This is 
not going to change. This is going to be with us for some time.”224 
It follows that hunger did not exist to the same extent before the arrival of the British 
and the introduction of a system based on scarcity and individualism, which involved 
politics and policy based on individual not collective rights, and the land being treated 
as a commodity to be capitalised on, not an interconnected, living entity. As Poata-
Smith explains, 
For the vast majority of Māori families, any attempt to achieve self-
determination within a system based on inequality and class exploitation is 
ultimately contradictory. Real change will require us to challenge the logic of 
the market, rather than extend its influence.225 
Even documents meant to confer rights and ensure balance between colonisation and 
indigenous rights, e.g., the Treaty, have been used as ammunition with which to steal 
and pillage land, culture, and identity, forcing Māori into a political and economic 
system counter to their own. As expressed by community activist Kassie Hartendorp at 
the launch of the left think tank Economic and Social Research Aotearoa, 
Capitalism as a social relation is not one that upholds mana [spiritual life force 
energy], it is not one that upholds true connections; it is not one that upholds 
manaakitanga. The exploitation of surplus value is not the basis of 
manaakitanga. […] [I]ndigenous people did not come up with capitalism, and 
yet we are the people who bear the brunt of capitalism and colonisation most of 
the time. And that capitalism has been a huge colonising project, and still is to 
this very day.226 
The same economic, social, cultural, and political disparities remain between Pākehā 
and Māori and the state continues to fail in attempts to ameliorate these inequalities, 
ensuring that the latter remains in relative food poverty and a peripheral place within 
society.  
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As detailed above, capitalism is a colonising project in and of itself. Instead of using 
pronounced brute force to subdue and transform people from one culture to another, a 
more insidious, but just as brutal force, is used: poverty. Outwardly, people are able to 
roam around, but, inwardly, they are impaired, unable to fulfil their optimal potentials. 
Poverty colonises the mind. As journalist George Monbiot explains when discussing the 
UK, “The process of dehumanisation, so necessary to the colonial project, turns 
inwards.” 227 
Attempts have been made to address the detrimental impacts of neoliberalism in the 
form of the Wellbeing Budget, but there is an obvious paradox: well-being is being 
advocated within an economic system that actively debases well-being. If neoliberal 
policies have generated most of the negative social outcomes, it stands to reason that it 
will be hard if at all possible to attempt to fix them within the neoliberal realm, no 
matter what innocuous label one gives a budget. As with colonisation, the foundation is 
not conducive to building a society based on equality. 
Another glaringly obvious point of contention is the welfare system: moves may have 
been made towards a well-being budget, yet no truly impactful advances have emerged 
to create a welfare system based on well-being, let alone human dignity. It continues to 
be “framed in the language of independence, individual responsibility, and targeting 
towards those ‘who need it most’,”228 while WINZ is itself regarded as an agent of 
social exclusion: mistrusting, isolating, blaming, and even abusive. 
The “interlude” of the welfare state in the ‘30s was made possible by widespread hunger 
and poverty: as Trotter, explains, if everyone is poor, then there is no stigma around 
poverty.229 In fact, quite the opposite: widespread deprivation with an obviously 
structural premise usually cultivates unity and co-operation. However, when the 
premise changed to one of full employment, the narrative also changed: there was less 
sympathy for those who remained dependent on welfare, and less still for those who did 
not identify as Pākehā—those who were already living in poverty ended up being 
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marginalised further, portrayed as undeserving of pity let alone state support. The 
attitude that anyone is at risk of misfortune, as promoted by Michael Joseph Savage, 
was supplanted by people being responsible for their own misfortunes, despite evident 
structural issues. 
What is apparent from this context is that domestic hunger is framed within both 
systemic inequality and individual blame in lieu of adequate social support. I will now 
turn to how this framing reveals itself in policies aimed specifically at addressing food 
security. 
3.5 Food Security Focus 
As covered in chapter 1, food as a human right is not recognised on the domestic level 
within A/NZ, despite the country’s international acknowledgement; domestic hunger is 
therefore not appreciated in terms of a human rights violation. Instead—and in line with 
neoliberal terminology—the most commonly used term in state literature is “food 
security,” which is understood in three principal ways. One is in terms of agriculture: 
policies that advocate and assist the intensification of agriculture, the primary goal 
being increased production, and trade agreements that ensure global market access of 
the country’s agricultural produce. On both counts, concerns have been raised that profit 
is taking precedent over citizen’s needs, including food nutritional content. In terms of 
the former issue, and as previously discussed, Māori continue to experience barriers in 
accessing traditional kai due to water pollution,230 over-fishing,231 the dairy industry,232 
and off-shore drilling.233 In regard to the latter issue, there was public backlash against 
the selling of second-grade produce to Aotearoa New Zealand citizens, which was 
subsequently denied by fruit, vegetable, and meat businesses.234 However, businesses 
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receive high prices abroad, meaning that domestic markets are not a priority,235 and a 
study on A/NZ food exports and imports in relation to dietary guidelines found that 
many imports were of a poor dietary quality compared to those exported.236 
Another principal area is food safety, which consists of policies that ensure food 
entering and leaving the country’s market meets particular standards and is safe to 
consume. However, again, there are misgivings about whose needs are actually being 
met. For example, the Food Act 2014, which replaced a 1981 edition, has been attacked 
by the Society for New Zealand Food Sovereignty for enabling Codex Alimentarius 
regulations into New Zealand “by stealth”.237 There are concerns that the enforcement 
of this codex will allow for top-down control and standards that benefit big business to 
be automatically applied within A/NZ, resulting in “unhealthy, unaccountable, nutrient 
deficient and potentially toxic food for all New Zealanders” along with a decline in 
national and food sovereignty.238 
Finally, food security is interpreted as nutrition, which will be the focus of this section, 
as related policies are directly geared towards public health and household food 
security. What comes to light is how narrow the understanding of food security is when 
viewed solely through this lens, which has led to nutrition-focused policy that lends 
itself heavily to victim-blaming and is more suited to business needs than those of the 
citizens it is supposedly aimed at supporting. 
3.5.1 Measuring food security: The nutritional focus 
Understandably, how an issue is defined influences how it is responded to. In line with 
neoliberal reasoning,239 food security within state documents and initiatives has been 
conceptualised materialistically and measured empirically. Its extent and tangible 
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characteristics are primarily investigated through censuses and surveys, predominantly 
from the peripheral perspective of utilisation—specifically nutrition—and therefore 
narrowly on what to eat as opposed to the ability to eat. One of the first undertakings to 
understand the nutritional health of Aotearoa New Zealanders was in the form of the 
1977 National Diet Survey, which was initiated by the National Heart Foundation, and 
primarily focused on coronary heart disease. The 1970s also saw the introduction of the 
still ongoing annual Estimated Food Cost Survey, which monitors the cost of foods that 
would meet the nutritional needs of most healthy people (based on food and nutrition 
guidelines),240 and the New Zealand Total Diet Survey, which continues to monitor 
dietary exposures to, inter alia, the nutritional content of foods.241 This was then 
followed at the end of the subsequent decade by the Life in New Zealand Study. This is 
acknowledged for providing the first national information on food consumption in 14 
years and a baseline of nutritional information from which progress towards nutrient 
goals could be measured by the state.242 
However, it was during the 1990s that nutrition centred initiatives seriously took hold. 
The increase in poverty, hunger, and inequality of this decade, as previously outlined, 
saw hunger and food access become “firmly established on the political agenda,”243 
echoing the significance it had held in the ‘30s. But, the approach taken was very 
different to that proposed by the first Labour Government: the Health Reforms, a 
consequence of Simon Upton’s—then acting as Minister of Health—paper, “Your 
Health and the Public Health,”244 led to the acceleration of managerialism, a trend 
towards market forces, and a focus on personal health services as opposed to public 
health initiatives. Nevertheless, a contrary perspective founded upon social assistance 
was also presented at that time, and materialised in the form of the Public Health 
Commission (PHC), which will be discussed in more detail below. 
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In 1988, the Nutrition Taskforce was appointed to administer guidance on food and 
nutrition policy.245 It published its key—and only—report in 1991 entitled, “Food for 
Health: Report of the Nutrition Taskforce.”246 The taskforce was then disbanded, but the 
report was a milestone for nutrition in A/NZ: it focused on the need for a food and 
nutrition policy and recognised both the multi-dimensionality of food and the 
interconnectedness of economic, social, cultural, spiritual, and political issues.247 Yet, 
simultaneously, it is also said to represent a “compromise” due to a wide array of 
different interests involved, including those of the food industry.248  
Of particular significance, the taskforce, in light of a neglect of public health activities, 
additionally managed to see to the creation of the PHC. Set-up in 1993 under the Health 
and Disability Services Act 1993, it was a separate agency to the Ministry of Health, 
monitoring, identifying, and advising the department on public health issues.249 Before 
the PHC’s two main reports,250 there had been no comprehensive publication on the 
health of Aotearoa New Zealanders within the previous decade.251 The PHC also 
attempted to shift the narrative around nutrition in response to the increase in socio-
economic disparities of the ‘90s, not only analysing public health problems, but 
investigating the structural factors affecting health, i.e., the environmental and socio-
economic conditions.252  
In the social context of increasing domestic hunger and food banks, the PHC presented 
its National Plan of Action for Nutrition in 1995.253 Taking the form of a 10-year 
strategic plan, it covered nutrition in its broadest sense and was divided into three areas, 
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one of which was food security: access to an adequate, safe, and nutritious supply of 
food.254 The prioritisation of this issue, as well as co-current anecdotal reports and 
international evidence that highlighted the importance of health and nutrition,255 
resulted in the Ministry of Health’s National Nutrition Survey.256 Introduced in 1997, 
the survey is recognised as the first comprehensive food and nutrition survey to ever be 
undertaken in A/NZ, and the first to have a focus on food security.257 There have only 
been two adult surveys to date, the latest being conducted in 2008/09,258 and one 2002 
child-specific survey.259 
Despite—and undoubtedly because of—this pioneering work, the PHC was short-lived. 
Its focus on the social environment and the provision of public rather than personal 
health initiatives not only offended industry, but the government itself. David Skegg, 
who was part of the commission, describes its eventual demise.260 Early on in 1993, the 
PHC were made aware that its activities were upsetting the Dairy board, the Beer, Wine 
and Spirits Council, and the Wine Institute. Bill Birch, acting as Minister of Finance, 
warned the PHC that its actions should not annoy such “friends” and Upton stated that 
the commission would not take a different standpoint to them. However, it appears that 
it was Jenny Shipley—who became the third Minister of Health in nine months—who 
particularly disliked the research and advice on social and economic determinants of ill-
health—unsurprising seeing as these determinants, which included unemployment and a 
decrease in household income due to benefit cuts, had come about due to the “Mother of 
all Budgets,” of which she had been a massive part of. In light of this, when the PHC 
proposed a public health goal of promoting a social and physical environment that 
improved and protected public health, Shipley supported the physical, but not the social 
aspect. What with the current focus on child poverty, interestingly, it was the 1994 
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survey conducted on food inadequacy among school children that would toll the 
commission’s death knell: within months, the PHC had been disestablished. 
Writing in 2019, Skegg explained how a “vacuum in leadership” and lack of a “critical 
mass of public health professionals” remains.261 There remains a Public Health Group, 
but it possesses a limited public health function and is buried within the Protection, 
Regulation and Assurance department—it is not even possible to find it on the Ministry 
of Health’s website. There is also a Director of Public Health, but their role is not 
officially part of the Public Health Group and has been demoted to level three of 
administration. The closest body currently in operation is the Health Promotion Agency, 
but this deals mainly with educational resources. Today, the Ministry of Health is 
concerned with the provision of personal rather than public health initiatives, i.e., not 
the social environment. However, due to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic there was a 
resurgence in calls for state investment into the country’s public health system.262 
There are also no national organisations or government departments that focus solely on 
food security, and a policy response to the issues of domestic hunger in A/NZ at the 
national level is still lacking. The absence of a policy strategy was raised by the Human 
Rights Commission in 2018, which stated that one be adopted urgently, together with 
reporting on food security at both the domestic and international level.263 Mike 
Chapman, CEO of Horticulture New Zealand, commented in a blog on how “[s]ome 
people seem to think it is alarmist to ask for a food security policy in such an abundant 
land.”264 Horticulture New Zealand also advocated the need for food security policy, 
listing it as one of its five priorities in its 2017 election manifesto.265 Its main focus was 
on the increase of urbanisation and its encroachment on land that is of high-value to 
agriculture, which subsequently impacts food prices and export production. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic, however, started up another rallying cry regarding the need 
for such a policy from other sectors. Chapman restated his position in an interview with 
Farmers Weekly: using McDonald’s lettuce shortage as ammunition,266 he explained, 
Like a dog howling at the moon HortNZ [Horticulture New Zealand] has been 
on about the need for NZ to have a food security policy and plan.  
Now is the time to develop and implement that food security policy and plan 
before it’s too late.267 
Due to the way in which domestic hunger and food insecurity are defined and reported 
on, it is possible for the state to create the illusion that these issues do not exist in A/NZ, 
justifying the lack of a responsible department or national policy. However, such an 
illusion is harder to maintain on a local level, where the issues are more palpable. 
3.5.1.1 Local initiatives 
In contrast to the national level, locally, there have been more obvious attempts to 
establish specifically food security initiatives. Such moves have been encouraged by the 
2019 Local Government (Community Well-being) Amendment Bill.268 Under the well-
being umbrella, this bill reinstated what had been removed only seven years before: in 
2012, the Local Government Act 2002 was modified to transfer responsibilities 
regarded as those of central government from local authorities to the state. A report on 
the reform programme explains how the “Local Government Act 2002 will be amended 
to replace references to the ‘social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of 
communities’ (the four well beings) with a new purpose for councils of ‘providing good 
quality local infrastructure, public services and regulatory functions at the least possible 
cost to households and business’.”269 In a report published in March of that year entitled 
“Better Local Government,” the then Minister of Local Government, Nick Smith, 
explained that it is not—and should not be—the duty of local governments to deal with 
the economic, social, and cultural well-being of its citizens, labelling it as “unrealistic” 
and stating that it “creates false expectations about what councils can achieve and 
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confusion over the proper roles with respect to central government and private 
sector.”270 However, the reinstatement of these obligations has been heralded as 
empowering rather than burdening, and was presented by the then Minister of Local 
Government, Nanaia Mahuta, as a benevolent acknowledgment of the importance of 
local governance in ensuring the well-being of its citizens and communities.271 
And local councils can be seen to have taken up the food security gauntlet. Initiatives 
include two main focuses: the first is local food sustainability, i.e., supporting local 
businesses. For example, introduced in 2016, Good Food Dunedin’s primary goal is 
strengthening the city’s local food system.272 The second area is encouraging personal 
improvement. For instance, “Healthy Christchurch,” a Canterbury District Health Board 
initiative based on the World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) Healthy Cities model, 
advocates cooking classes and community gardens, as well as food co-operatives and 
Fonterra’s Milk for Schools programme.273 Another example is Kai Auckland: despite 
its more extensive aims to reduce “poverty, child hunger and social isolation” and 
strengthen “individual and community food security and increas[e] opportunities for 
volunteering within Auckland communities,”274 the emphasis remains sectional as 
opposed to systemic, focusing on local and individual development: growing food 
locally and teaching and inspiring others to do so through virtual and physical hubs. 
Notably, at least two regions have introduced food policy councils. Established in 2016, 
the main aim of Kai Rotorua is to assist people in the local community grow and use 
their own food crops; the larger goal is for the council to become a sustainable social 
enterprise.275 Also initiated in 2016, Kai Western Bay, a strategic partnership founded 
by, inter alia, Tauranga City Council, Envirohub Bay of Plenty, and Toi Te Ora—
Public Health Service, prioritises support of a “healthy and localised food system [that] 
will increase the liveability of [the] region, promote local economic development, 
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decrease obesity-related health care costs and promote environmental sustainability into 
the future.”276 
Heralding back to the days of the PHC, the Bay of Plenty’s Toi Te Ora Public Health 
stands out as an organisation that advocates the need to found food security initiatives 
on human rights principles and recognises the need for central government to play a key 
role in ensuring nationwide food security.277 Yet, again, the focus remains on local 
action: “In the past, Councils have often responded to the concept of food security and 
food policies as an issue for central government. However, a shift of thinking has 
occurred as communities have become advocates for a localised food movement.”278 
In general, the rooting of such initiatives within nutrition advice and boosting local 
business has essentially replicated what is occurring on the state level. However, this is 
not all surprising given that it is in fact a requirement of the aforementioned amendment 
bill that “local authorities promote a customer focus to delivering public services and 
regulatory functions”:279 they are expected to view their citizens as customers; the 
relationship is transactional.  
This is even the case with the more promising food policy councils: through the 
establishment of a local level platform, such councils have been recognised as an 
important way in which to address the food system as a whole rather than in a 
piecemeal fashion, and can act as a go-between with grassroots groups and different 
levels of government. Yet, the focus of the examples above appears to be more on 
building up local resilience as opposed to wider policy change. These initiatives also 
raise the question as to whether local governments have the means, let alone the power, 
to implement food security policies, raising issues around responsibility and 
accountability.   
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3.5.1.2 Monitoring food security 
Despite the lack of specialised policy on a national level, food security is categorically 
measured within a number of surveys, specifically in regard to nutrition and the 
economic access of the household: indirectly within the Estimated Food Costs Survey, 
and directly within the Adult National Nutrition Survey, the Child National Nutrition 
Survey, the Index of Socioeconomic Deprivation for Individuals, the Living Standards 
Survey, Household Economic Survey, and the New Zealand Health Survey.280 
However, it is only within child specific surveys that food security has been granted its 
own separate section: the Child National Nutrition Survey,281 and the child version of 
the 2011/12 New Zealand Health Survey and 2018 Household Economic Survey.282 The 
2015/16 New Zealand Health Survey went one step further and focused completely on 
food (in)security: “Household Food Insecurity among Children” (the results of which 
were published in 2019).283 That it was being addressed by researchers dealing with 
public health was regarded as a significant move forward by the Ministry of Health: 
“New Zealand children living in households with food insecurity comprise an important 
public policy concern. The possible adverse health, development and education 
consequences are relevant to the current Government’s priority of reducing child 
poverty.”284 
National nutrition and health surveys remain the major source of primary data to 
monitor food and nutrition, providing detailed and specific information on the food and 
nutrient intake, nutritional status, and nutrition-related health status of Aotearoa New 
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Zealanders.285 According to its 2006 Food and Nutrition Monitoring Report,286 the 
Ministry of Health’s use for such information is split between health and food safety.287 
Despite its limited usage, CPAG have stated that the Ministry of Health focusing on 
food insecurity within their child health survey is a positive move,288 and, along with 
Auckland City Mission, they are calling for the reinstatement of an annual nutrition 
survey, with a specific focus on gathering information about how adults, as well as, 
children, are affected by food insecurity.289 
However, although a focus on nutrition is clearly important, it remains narrow. This has 
led to policies and initiatives that place the onus on the individual to change their 
behaviour, i.e., on the personal as opposed to the social environment, conveniently 
bypassing the need for the food industry to change and even being of evident benefit to 
business, as will be discussed in the following section. 
3.6 National Food Security Responses 
Moving on from the main understanding of food security as nutrition, and the priority 
placed on personal responsibility and business needs, I will provide examples of how 
this has translated into government policy and been carried into the lives of the food 
insecure. I will focus on two policy areas as examples: nutrition-based education and 
school feeding programmes. 
3.6.1 Obesity: Nutritional knowledge 
The aforementioned National Plan of Action for Nutrition was replaced in 2004 by the 
“Healthy Eating: Healthy Action/Oranga Kai: Oranga Pumau” strategic framework.290 It 
laid out a trio of objectives: promote nutrition, advance physical activity levels, and 
reduce obesity. There was awareness of impinging socio-economic factors, e.g., income, 
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poverty, employment and occupation, education, housing, culture, gender, and ethnicity, 
and the report outlined that “[f]ood security is also a key issue addressed within this 
strategy. People on low incomes can struggle to afford high-quality food for a healthy 
diet.”291 But, as Jenkin, Signal, and Thomson revealed in a report on the outcomes of 
the policy, 
being based on an industry-based self-regulatory model, largely leaves the 
responsibility of achieving good nutrition and reducing obesity with the 
individual. While it is not undesirable for individuals to take some responsibility 
for their nutrition and weight, the evidence so far suggests that individuals are 
failing in such significant numbers that a public strategy is urgently needed.292 
This was supported by research findings focused on the Māori context: recognising that 
strategies that place responsibility on the individual to make healthy food choices and/or 
be physically active have had no real social impact, the article concludes that focus must 
be placed, inter alia, on the cost of un/healthy foods, healthy food procurement policies, 
and child marketing.293  
In light of the country’s incriminating obesity figures, the Ministry of Health launched 
the New Zealand Childhood Obesity Programme in 2015. In its 2016/17 baseline 
report,294 the department listed its achievements so far: of the eight, only the Health Star 
Rating system could be considered industry-focused,295 although it is still the 
individual’s responsibility as a consumer to act accordingly. It came under fire when it 
was discovered that the system is compensatory, i.e., one negative nutritional attribute 
can be cancelled out or balanced by a positive attribute.296 The fact that the system is 
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self-regulated and voluntary does little to counter the inbuilt incentive for the food 
industry to include unhealthy ingredients, and, of particular concern, research has found 
that low socio-economic consumers in particular, i.e., those that potentially require 
more assistance, are not aided by this system.297 
Two possible approaches to manage business in a more restrained manner have 
floundered: marketing to children and taxing sugar. Widespread advertising and 
marketing, as well as the accessibility and availability of unhealthy food and non-
alcoholic drinks, has been strongly associated with the increase in obesity throughout 
the world, especially within children.298 A/NZ introduced the Children and Young 
People’s Advertising Code in 2017, but, again, that the code is voluntary did not bode 
well from the outset,299 as addressed in a letter written by more than 70 A/NZ health 
professionals, which was published in the New Zealand Medical Journal.300 Healthy 
Auckland Together301—which is located in a city in which childhood obesity is 
particularly rife—has reported that self-regulation has not been effective in deprived 
areas that possess high concentrations of fast food outlets. 
Due to the lack of substantive reform in the NZ [New Zealand] voluntary ASA 
[Advertising Standards Authority] code and the failure of industry controlled, 
voluntary codes to effectively protect children from unhealthy food advertising 
globally, it seems likely the current code will do little more than the previous 
codes to protect NZ children.302 
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In addition, there have been calls for the code to define “children” as being up to the 
ages of 18 years old as opposed to 14, in line with United Nations’ guidance.303 
The New Zealand Medical Association and New Zealand Dentist Association have been 
vocal about an excise tax on sugary drinks.304 In response, NZ Beverage conveyed its 
disdain,305 even going against the evidence,306 let alone WHO recommendations,307 by 
stating that such a tax is ineffective. Notably, the New Zealand Childhood Obesity 
Programme does not discuss sugary drink taxation, settling instead on a National 
Healthy Food and Drink Policy aimed at district health boards,308 and an organisation 
and workplace equivalent, “Healthy Food and Drink Policy for Organisations.”309 There 
is no such food and drink policy directed at schools, and no mention of such a policy in 
the Health Promoting Schools initiative, despite health professionals stating that such 
legislation is required.310 In March 2020, the Ministry of Health published “Healthy 
Food and Drink Guidance,” which is aimed at early learning services and schools.311 
But, there is an obvious difference between policy and guidance, the former pertaining 
to official rules and the latter leaning more towards advice. 
3.6.1.1 Academic aid: School feeding programmes 
The state’s role in providing food in schools has been a matter for debate in A/NZ in 
recent years; in the meantime, schools themselves had independently been offering 
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breakfasts, and even lunches, for a number of years. As discussed by Wynd and 
O’Brien, the public are generally in favour of government involvement; however, the 
principal argument against such a move is embedded within the notion of parental 
responsibility, and, in line with that position, it is argued that such provision would lead 
to expectations and essentially relieve parents of having to prioritise breakfast in their 
household budget, under the—misguided—presumption that there is always money for 
food.312 
In its 2014 report, “Our Children, Our Choice,” CPAG recommended that a “food in 
schools” programme be introduced,313 and, at the launch of the Child and Youth 
Wellbeing Strategy in August 2019, Ardern announced the establishment of a lunch 
programme for the following year,314 very much in accordance with Labour’s focus on 
eliminating child poverty. Under the scheme, breakfast was to be provided to all 
students who attend low decile schools;315 the scheme was to provide for 30 schools 
initially (8,000 children), extending to 120 schools at the start of 2021 (21,000 
children).316 In the latest 2020 budget, the programme was expanded much more 
extensively due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with an increased spend of $220 million, 
allowing an additional 200,000 children to be fed by mid-2021.317 The National Party 
criticised the programme for being a nanny-state scheme, and, in keeping with the 
argument outlined above, condemned it for exonerating parents from their 
responsibilities.318 However, this was vehemently rebuffed by one principal: “It’s never 
a 5 year-old’s fault that they don’t have food. Do we punish the kids for things that 
other people are responsible for?”319 
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Studies show that the provision of nutritious food in schools improves academic 
performance and health outcomes, e.g., obesity.320 In addition, a more blanket approach 
within schools has the potential to reduce stigma around this form of food provision, as 
well as truancy brought about by parents feeling ashamed to send their child to school 
without food. There are also the additional social impacts: breakfast clubs double as 
places in which children can socialise with one another and provide spaces in which 
they can complete homework.321 However, free lunches will only be available at 
disadvantaged schools—they will not be available in all schools—therefore there 
remains the danger of stigma in this respect. 
However, the root cause as to why these children are arriving at school underfed and not 
eating three square meals a day remains unaddressed: children living in the most 
deprived areas are four times more likely to reside in a food insecure household.322 As 
Mike O’Brien, then acting as CPAG’s Social Security spokesperson, explained, “what 
will make the most meaningful difference in children’s lives is there being sufficient 
family income so that they are protected from the multiple impacts of poverty; food 
insecurity is one of many.”323 This point has not been lost on the New Zealand 
Principals’ Federation: “Whilst the issues of inequality that lead to children living in 
poverty have to be addressed at a higher political and economic level, children’s hunger 
is an immediate issue.”324 
This highlights the importance of placing policies that deal with domestic hunger within 
the wider framework of poverty and inequality. As does the fact that addressing 
domestic hunger within schools has opened up the educational space to co-option by 
corporate interests: “The support of central government for privatised provision of food 
in schools not only fails to address the rights of children but has opened the way for 
schools to become sites for corporate marketing and entrepreneurial private 
 
320 See, for example, in the US: Amy Ellen Schwartz and Michah W. Rothbart, Let Them Eat Lunch: The Impact of 
Universal Free Meals on Student Performance (Syracuse University, USA: Center for Policy Research, The Maxwell 
School, 2019). 
321 Wynd and O’Brien, “Food in Schools: Targeting Versus the Right to Food.” 
322 M. Duncanson et al., Child Poverty Monitor 2019: Technical Report (Dunedin, NZ: NZCYES, 2019). 
323 Child Poverty Action Group, “Lunches in Schools a Win for Children but Burden of Poverty Still Looms,” news 
release, 29 August, 2019, par. 10, https://www.cpag.org.nz/news/lunches-in-schools-a-win-for-children-but/. 
324 Phil Palfrey, Food in Schools. Guidelines for Food in Schools. Providing Breakfast for All Students Who Attend 




charities.”325 In May 2013, the Ministry of Social Development announced that it would 
partner with Fonterra and Sanitarium to assist them in expanding their KickStart 
Breakfast scheme, which was initiated in 2009.326 According to the programme’s 
website, using a “community partnership model,” these companies deliver products to 
over 800 schools, benefitting more than 25,000 children.327 The 2019 Wellbeing Budget 
allocated $3.2 million to both KickStart, to enable the programme to reach 30,000 
children in more than 1,000 schools, and KidsCan, a programme of which is “Food for 
Kids,” which feeds more than 30,000 children weekly and also involves food corporate 
partnerships.328 
As outlined by the New Zealand Principals’ Federation: 
These sponsors are commercial businesses open to the cut and thrust of the 
market’s forces. They are not positioned to undertake a sustained programme of 
food provision for schools and could never offer the long term certainty that 
children in these schools require.329 
It has been argued that such food provision is not meant to be an entitlement, and that 
food in schools is only intended to address an immediate need, as expressed by Ardern, 
then acting as Labour Justice Spokesperson, in response to Paula Bennett’s statement 
regarding parent responsibility: “Food in schools is not the answer to poverty, but it is a 
short term solution that means kids will at least be guaranteed a meal at school, which 
will help with their learning. Surely that means it’s the right thing to do.”330 
However, the risk of it becoming long-term should not be dismissed, especially in light 
of corporate interest. This is compounded by the fact that free food provision is taking 
place within schools, thereby furnishing the potential to make it more morally palatable, 
or at least less conspicuous, and opening free food provision up to further 
institutionalisation. 
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The metrics, definitions, and policies used are all implicated in what action is and is not 
carried out, who is responsible, and how “success” is determined. Solutions to food 
security as those discussed above have been arrived at partly through a reasoning of 
individual blame, especially of the adult. What is also of note is the heavy presence of 
business interests, which have seemingly assisted in fashioning the initiatives adopted in 
the name of food security. 
3.7 Summary: Context for Food Charity 
In chapter 1, I introduced A/NZ as a capitalist, and particularly neoliberally founded, 
state. This analysis brings to the fore A/NZ’s assortment of personas: the colonised 
country of New Zealand, the “social laboratory of the world,” and the “neoliberal 
experiment.” The amalgamation of principles that these personae are based upon can be 
seen reflected in the country’s policies and the well-being of its residents: inequality and 
discrimination, but also compassion and community. 
A/NZ’s socio-economic context was founded on inequality from the outset. 
Colonisation and the establishment of a system based on individualism, property rights, 
and scarcity saw the introduction of widespread domestic hunger and poverty within the 
Māori population, and the colonial bedrock of discrimination and disregard for 
indigenous rights continues to resonate within policies and legislation.  
However, Māori are not the only capitalist casualties: the negative characterisations of 
other groups are also entrenched within the fabric of A/NZ, including Pasifika 
people;331 women;332 those with disabilities;333 and the LGBTQIA+ community.334 
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The “interlude” of the 1930s saw a significant shift not only in social welfare provision, 
but how beneficiaries were regarded: as citizens on par with all other citizens. However, 
the widespread poverty of the Great Depression had made such recognition and 
empathy comparatively easier. As the breadlines faded, so did public compassion and 
political clout; social welfare payments became costly rather than caring, especially 
with the 1970’s economic downturn.  
The capitalist policies that uphold and generate inequality were notably strengthened by 
the severe ideological shift imposed in the 1980s and ‘90s. Within this neoliberal 
framework of poverty and inequality, the economic and social policies of successive 
A/NZ governments have failed to effectively address domestic hunger. Although this 
sixth Labour Government has made moves to reignite the state’s more compassionate 
characteristics in the form of the Wellbeing Budget and its focus on child poverty, as 
former Green Member of Parliament Sue Bradford identifies, “True fairness and 
neoliberalism are incompatible. If nothing else, this is a neoliberal government.”335 
This is apparent in the current food security policies and initiatives. Pollard and Booth 
acknowledge that, how food security is defined influences how it is responded to and 
the action taken, and its public portrayal in turn shapes how society responds: “social 
inequalities, particularly poverty, lead to food insecurity, therefore it would make sense 
that the problem framing should be in terms of how to address social and economic 
inequity.”336 In A/NZ, inadequate income has been pinpointed as a major cause of 
domestic hunger, compounded by social inequity, as has been made starkly apparent by 
the intergenerational impacts of colonisation. Yet, the “official” framing of food 
security is within hunger responsibilisation, which has exacerbated the issue on a 
household level and led to policies that do not take into consideration the multiple 
dimensions involved in domestic hunger, placing the onus on the individual and 
perpetuating social attitudes pertaining to victim blaming. 
This is very much in line with the neoliberal principles outlined in the previous chapter 
and the neoliberal take on human dignity: people are left to feel ashamed and in turn 
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blame themselves. This can also be appreciated in the context of the welfare system and 
the (un)deserving poor narrative: those on the benefit are failures of the neoliberal 
economic system—rather than the system having failed them—and thereby they do not 
warrant assistance; in a similar vein, for their own “good,” they should be made to feel 
unworthy, justifying punitive measures. There is an overall sense that everyone should 
be able to get themselves off the benefit and into the more desirable space of 
employment, thereby ignoring the circumstances, needs, and vulnerabilities of these 
individuals. 
To a certain degree, nutrition surveys have recognised the extent of this issue—
including hidden hunger—within A/NZ. However, there has not been an official food 
security survey taken since 2008/09: over a decade ago to date. And, again, such 
surveys support the adoption of the wrong metrics for the wrong problem: they 
perpetuate the idea that food security amounts to nutrients and the assumption that 
nutrient and food hardship are one in the same. This narrative of nutrition can then be 
found in the push for nutritious meals in schools, rather than increasing parental 
incomes, and nutritional information to address obesity: that obesity and poverty are 
associated has been well-documented,337 meaning that behavioural based initiatives to 
address obesity are ineffective and unfair. While, on the other hand, denials of Māori 
access to land, fishing, or hunting grounds, and deprivation of access to adequate and 
culturally acceptable food, has been detrimental not only for people’s physical health, 
but cultural and spiritual well-being. 
Therefore, the root causes remain unaddressed: that of food accessibly due to low 
incomes and systemic inequality. How the debate remains skewed can be seen in a more 
recent development. Due to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, there were calls for the state 
to construct a food security policy. However, despite the increase in domestic hunger, 
the focus has been on national food security, not household, i.e., on increasing food 
stocks not ensuring long-term access for A/NZ residents.  
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There has not been a return to anything akin to the PHC, i.e., an attempt at a more 
holistic approach to tackling the issue of food insecurity. Instead, initiatives remain 
invariably biased towards industry needs, not people, and focused on individuals 
changing rather than the societal structures they inhabit, a perspective also reflected in 
local government initiatives. 
From the analysis of A/NZ’s overall socio-economic context, it is possible to start 
gleaning ways in which food charity has not only taken hold, but its presence justified 
and reasoned, including the quantified and narrow understanding of food security; the 
egalitarian façade, despite certain groups remaining entrenched in poverty and fated for 
intergenerational hardship; neoliberal thinking around personal responsibility, 
individual blame, and the responsibilisation of hunger, which has both legitimised state 
inaction and enabled ineffective action; and that, despite social problems existing, 
politics are less relevant in solving these problems.  
This chapter will now function as the contextual framework for the following, in which 
I will explore the ebb and flow of food charity within A/NZ. The social and political 
issues raised here will be significant in understanding how and why food charity 




4 The Evolution of Food Charity within Aotearoa 
New Zealand 
In the previous chapter, I provided the socio-economic context in which domestic 
hunger exists in Aotearoa New Zealand (A/NZ) and an overview of the food security 
initiatives in place, which are founded on neoliberal thinking that promotes individual 
blame and the needs of business. This chapter focuses on how civil society—but also 
business and even the state—has responded to the issue of domestic hunger in the form 
of food charity, providing a general overview of how it has been present since the 
colonial days in the form of the soup kitchen and why it still persists today in the form 
of the foodbank, and how this evolution and the introduction of neoliberal values have 
impacted how human dignity is appreciated within society. 
It is important to gain an understanding of how food charity has developed in order to 
comprehend how it has consequently become a “normal” feature in the daily lives of 
those who use it—as will be discussed in the following three chapters—as well as those 
who contribute to it and society in general, especially in regard to how it fits into the 
narratives of individual blame and hunger responsibilisation. This is by no way a 
comprehensive history of food charity within the country, but aims to provide a sense of 
historical parallels and the persistence of particular attitudes and perspectives,1 and to 
bring to focus the major economic and cultural shifts that have allowed for the growth 
of foodbanks specifically. 
As well as consulting the literature, I wanted to carry out my own archival research into 
how food charity had developed within A/NZ. I decided to conduct a newspaper 
analysis, for which I accessed archived newspapers as digitised copies, hardcopies, and 
microfilm from the 1840s to 2020 through the Hocken library and via the Internet. I 
searched for relevant articles using the following keywords: soup kitchen, foodbank, 
hunger, and poverty. The use of “soup kitchen” and “foodbank” were particularly period 
relevant. Using the changes in socio-economic and political circumstances discussed in 
the previous chapter as a foundation, I then established themes by focusing in on the 
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attitudes and perceptions had towards food charity, and, based on this, why and how 
different forms of food charity took hold at different times. 
4.1 The Growth of the Soup Kitchen 
Parallel to Anderson’s reasons for Māori migration, a major motive behind Pākehā’s 
initial emigration to Aotearoa was because of, amongst other issues, hunger.2 Although, 
it is important to add that this was the case for those who were poor: for the rich, it was 
seen as an opportunity to use their surplus cash. Emigration was thereby regarded not 
only as a way in which to extend direct control over the territory, but jettison Britain’s 
poor and surplus population. 
Neeson describes how, before the onset of the agricultural and industrial revolutions, 
English agriculture was dependent on common land: this land was privately owned, but 
citizens had a legal right to access it, along with the waste land.3 On this land, 
households could grow crops, graze animals, forage, hunt, and fish; especially when 
compared to the urbanised living that was to follow, commons living was relatively 
self-sustaining and egalitarian. The so-called era of parliamentary enclosure between 
1760 and 1870, during which seven million acres were changed from common to 
enclosed land,4 and the rapid change from this domestic system to an industrialised 
version, culminated in high levels of unemployment and poverty as people became 
increasingly dependent on wage labour.5 The rise in material hardship was bolstered by 
the acquisition of both owned and common land by the landed aristocracy through 
enclosure acts, the establishment of an inefficient poor relief system—which would 
become infamous in pauper legislation history—and competition for work, resulting in 
a massive push down in wages.6 The huge accumulation of capital for some led to an 
equally massive preponderance of poverty and hardship for most. Complementary—if 
significantly less injurious—to the Māori experience, with their means of food 
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sovereignty taken, labourers had to work in order to clothe and feed themselves and 
their families. 
A/NZ was sold as a land of plenty—“the land of milk and honey”—free of the 
starvation and inequality that ravaged Britain.7 The New Zealand Company, run on a 
business model bent on the “systematic colonisation” of Aotearoa, had a massive part to 
play in this propaganda.8 However, for the settlers—predominately workers—who 
arrived in Port Nicholson in 1840, packed into immigrant ships, there was not enough 
employment or food: ultimately, it had been promised, but not assured.9 Dependent as 
most were on wage labour, unemployment and destitution were high from the outset, 
and only increased throughout the mid-19th century due to trade depression, a rising 
population with the continued promotion of emigration into the country, and a lack of 
social assistance, e.g., unemployment payments or a dreaded poor law. 10 
As McClure explains, despite the evident structural issues, the overall attitude regarding 
poverty was one of personal responsibility, for oneself and one’s family, a stance that 
was affirmed by the state in its first attempt to sanction poor relief: the Destitute Persons 
Relief Ordinance of 1846, followed by the 1877 Destitute Persons Act.11 The act made 
households liable for their indigent relatives, placing the onus on the family. Notably, 
although desertion did occur, these incidents only composed a small number of cases 
overall. In addition, despite being portrayed as such, desertion of husbands was not 
necessarily a selfish act: as another mouth to feed, they often left in search of work. 
There were also serious qualms about the idea of charity, e.g., that it reflected British 
class ideas.12 However, it was private charity that supplemented the lack of government 
support.13 For example, Sutch describes one of the first such endeavours as being the 
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local doctor ordering rations from the New Zealand Company store for those in dire 
need.14 
The creation of a soup kitchen system was proposed in the late 1850s after a petition 
was written in which grievances were raised concerning a lack of promised 
employment. However, that this should be the alternative to paid work was regarded as 
an insult and met with derision. Such charity was regarded as unacceptable 
compensation to paid employment, as revealed in a Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington 
provincial council meeting: 
Is it then a satisfactory reply to say we will give you some soup?—and is soup to 
be considered a panacea for all political evils? It was not the establishment of a 
soup kitchen that was required by the petitioners, but they ask for what they 
deem as their rights; they assert they are enduring much hardship through a 
violation, by the Council, of public faith, and was it not disheartening and unjust 
to respond to such an appeal by charity—by the offer of soup? He knew scores 
of honest labourers who while anxious to obtain employment would scorn to 
accept of charity.15 
Soup kitchens were even deemed unnecessary and therefore viewed with suspicion: in 
an egalitarian country that lacked Britain’s rigid social boundaries, success was 
considered possible for all because land was available to all—“[l]and settlement was 
seen as an adjunct of social and economic wellbeing.”16 
Although settler society was open, there was a notable lack of collective organisation.17 
The colonial mind-set was more individualistic: the focus was very much on people 
acquiring their own land and creating their own business, a stance perpetuated by 
Friendly Societies, which practiced self-help and self-reliance.18 The poor, therefore, 
were to blame for being incapable of taking advantage of the opportunities available in 
the new land.19 In line with Social Darwinism, a prevalent idea at that time, poverty 
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could be blamed on an individual’s moral failings: to be poor was due to personal 
deficiencies.20 
By the 1860s, the necessity for food provision had overridden such sentiments: poor 
relief was being provided by provincial institutions,21 each of which approached the 
issue differently.22 In Ōtepoti-Dunedin, for example, Knox and St. Andrews’ parishes 
were aiding the poor via a fund as well as food, clothing, and evangelistic literature. As 
Tennant explains in her own thesis, benevolent societies were also formed from the late 
1850s, which provided both rations and outdoor relief.23 They were based on a system 
of voluntary subsidised charity and distributed aid with hardly any government 
interference and only scant government subsidies. However, because of the lack of 
public wealth, funding was always a limiting factor on the assistance the societies’ 
could provide. 
One of the first soup kitchens was established in 1865 in Lyttelton, Ōtautahi-
Christchurch, by the city’s Benevolent Aid Society. The description of another that 
opened in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland in the mid-1860s exudes a far more 
compassionate tone to that expressed previously: the establishment was “well 
conducted,” beneficial to its destitute clientele, and serving soup “very excellent and 
savoury in quality.”24 Yet, despite the persistent backdrop of scarce employment, 
victim-blaming remained prevalent, based on the fact that many who used the soup 
kitchens were capable of working and the sentiment that, if soup kitchens existed, they 
would be used. For instance, in light of the able-bodiedness of many men attending the 
Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland soup kitchen, work was introduced in the form of flax 
preparation. This, of course, was a positive move, but it was carried out in the spirit of 
concern that, despite their ability to work, “the majority of cases want none.”25 This was 
not echoed by those using this service, however: “the language of these unfortunate 
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creatures was that they had come to Auckland to work, and neither to beg or live upon 
charity.”26 
Soup kitchens symbolised having sunk to a level of abject destitution;27 they were also 
considered contrary to a system based on rights and having failed in their “humane 
object.” 28 However, men were also being called upon to swallow their pride and utilise 
them, as well as being categorised as deserving and undeserving, the latter being 
connected with “imposition and idleness,” culminating in even stricter measures of 
relief being put in place.29 
In 1867, Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland introduced the Fund for the Relief of the Sick and 
Destitute, which was used to support the running of soup kitchens.30 This was followed 
in the consecutive year by the Sick and Destitute Act, which imposed a general tax for 
soup kitchens. This radical move from a voluntary donation to an enforced taxation was 
not welcomed across the board: some classed it as a waste of money; others stated that, 
if the issue of assisting the sick and destitute could not be dealt with in a voluntary 
manner, “it was their duty to look upon it as one of the general subjects of 
government—just as necessary as harbours or gaols.”31 And ethically, to make 
charitable giving obligatory “destroyed the virtue [my italics] of charity.”32 Instead, 
funds raised through more magnanimous means should suffice—the example given was 
the financially struggling benevolent societies.33 
The economic recession of the 1870s led to massive wage cuts, and a new clientele for 
soup kitchens: the working poor.34 However, sympathy for such charitable efforts 
remained sparse. A 1872 edition of the Dunstan Times reported on the “deleterious 
influence” of soup kitchens through which not only did the “pauperised, demoralised 
class which has already lost the habit of self-respect and self-support” get help, but also 
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those in employment, as well as others besides, as “food is given without much inquiry 
as to the causes which had led to the demand for it.”35 There was therefore concern of 
people taking advantage of such a service: saving money on food to spend it on 
unhealthy pursuits, i.e., drinking alcohol, and reports of individuals even using the 
religious guise of Christianity to gain assistance.36 
4.2 “Hungry Eighties”: The Soup Kitchen Scandal 
As McClure explains, the state became more financially involved in the 1880s with its 
subsidisation of the newly established district Hospital and Charitable Aid Boards.37 
The boards were systematised throughout the country via the Hospitals and Charitable 
Aid Institutions Act of 1885: indoor relief was provided within institutions—usually to 
the “helpless” and elderly poor; outdoor relief was taken to private homes—generally 
for the unemployed, deserted wives, and widows—in the form of food rations, rent 
relief, and coal. Rations were very carbohydrate-laden—comprising of mainly bread, 
rice, and oatmeal—and varied depending on the board, but not the recipients, who had 
to accept what they were given “since [they] were considered too feckless to assess their 
own needs.”38 
McClure describes how assistance was diverse, depending on local governing boards 
and the dispositions of the relieving officers: usually consisting of a policeman or an 
immigration officer—both authoritarian professions—part of their duties was to ensure 
no-one was taking advantage of the system, as well as supervising soup kitchens.39 To 
prove their worthiness, applicants had to present a letter of introduction from a 
“respectable person” (the implication being that they were not). Funding between 
provinces varied as well, and financial constraints continued to be an issue, meaning 
provision was not guaranteed. The set-up reflected a “reluctance to acknowledge the 
existence of these problems, and an assumption that, in the field of welfare, voluntary 
charity would provide.”40 There was such apprehension over not replicating the poverty 
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of the old country, especially the shame of the English Poor Laws—which for many 
equated to any form of charitable aid—that the continuation of “the milk and honey 
façade” was deemed more important than preventing starvation,41 as expressed in the 
following remark: “Why there should be such a desire to reproduce in a British Colony 
all the charitable organisations of the Old Country, rendered necessary by altered 
conditions of labour and centuries of toil and misery, it would be hard to imagine.”42 
However, as before, the situation eventually became too dire to entertain such a 
disposition: A/NZ’s first major economic depression in the 1880s would later be known 
as Atkinson’s—premier of the country during that time span—“‘soup kitchen’ 
period,”43 the “‘soup kitchen’ days,”44 or “the regime of the soup kitchen.”45 For many, 
it was “a decade of abject misery and poverty, characterized by low wages and poor 
working conditions for those with jobs and unemployment and soup kitchens for those 
without.”46 As the population had increased, primarily because of Premier Julius 
Vogel’s development policy and immigration drive during the 1870s, so had the social 
problems and disparities.47 
In May 1880, the Mayor of Christchurch, a member of the Charitable Aid Board, 
suggested opening a soup kitchen along with a relief depot for the winter months.48 
Despite continued reservations regarding potential system abuse,49 the overall response 
to its establishment by the council, as well as businesses and “leading gentlemen in the 
city,”50 was positive.51 Notably, a charge was implemented “so that the recipients would 
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not feel that they were pauperised by receiving relief,” but, undoubtedly, it would also 
serve to discourage potential miscreants. 
There was an apparent change in sentiment—efforts were made to publicise the 
systemic nature of hunger, as in the Ōtautahi-Christchurch newspaper, The Star: “One 
thing is certain, it is no fault of the country, and the only conclusion is that it arises from 
man’s inhumanity to man, mismanagement or misgovernment.”52 There were also 
concerns that charity would take the place of state responsibility. Charity was already 
supplementing cuts made in the Charitable Aid Allowance by the government; 
although, some argued that poverty had increased because the Charitable Aid Board had 
been too generous.53 By taking on too much responsibility, a concern was that 
destitution would worsen: “they should try to alleviate temporary distress, but more than 
that should not be attempted, as it would be an utter failure.”54 
A benevolent association was specifically formed in Ōtautahi-Christchurch to oversee a 
depot and the proposed soup kitchen.55 At an initial meeting it was decided that, as well 
as cooked food, uncooked food and other supplies, like clothes, should be handed out, 
and that the committee be composed of “laymen”: “The clergy would have their full 
share of the good work in reporting upon the cases requiring relief.”56 As the country’s 
sole soup kitchen, its creation gained national coverage and elicited a mixed response: 
by some, it was regarded favourably as it attempted to alleviate immediate material 
suffering;57 by others, its establishment was a disgrace, especially as people had left 
Britain to escape such institutions. Its creation was labelled a mistake,58 and its fare, 
“absolutely unfit for human food.”59 
Those the soup kitchen aimed to assist shared such a hostile deposition. The Committee 
of the Canterbury Unemployed publicly voiced their grievances, labelling the soup 
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kitchen a degrading institution and “the thin end of the wedge of pauperism,”60and 
accusing it of exacerbating not diminishing poverty. 61 Their call was for 
“employment—no matter at what wage” so that they would feel “less like paupers, and 
more like Englishmen.”62 They felt conned into emigrating to A/NZ, even planning to 
draft a petition to the American government asking for assistance to move to the US.63 
Despite reports of 270 people receiving assistance on its opening day,64 the soup kitchen 
was even deemed unnecessary—“The Soup-erflous Business.”65 Attempts were made to 
show charity in a better light—that there was no shame in obtaining assistance due to 
the social circumstances—but this was predominantly related in the spirit of needing to 
quash one’s pride: “poverty at length breaks down pride and it comes to be only a 
question of capacity to hold out.”66 One concern raised was reaching those in need who 
were not prepared to ask for help:67 “there did exist a large amount of respectable 
poverty, which would have to be sought out, as it would not intrude itself, preferring to 
suffer in silence.”68 Although, such concern was somewhat nullified by the apparent 
categorisation of those who did ask for help as unrespectable. On the other hand, that 
people would become dependent on such a scheme, one “can scarcely conceive of a 
greater calamity befalling a community,” or, as brought up at a meeting of the 
Benevolent Association, “when once a man received charitable aid, he and his family 
became permanent paupers.”69 
The Ōtautahi-Christchurch soup kitchen was closed at the beginning of October 1880.70 
Yet, it continued to get bad press into the following year,71 even from the Benevolent 
Association itself, which reported that its services had been abused by those asking for 
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soup and an abuse for those “who were scandalised at such an institution existing.”72 It 
was agreed that such an operation would not be run again,73 although the association 
would continue to assist with non-food items, including coal, blankets, and clothing. 
Almost a decade later, however, such an operation was again proposed.74 
The economic depression of the 1880s brought to light the disparity between poverty 
and affluence within the country, displaying the extent of privilege and exploitation, 
and, as the recession increased, such social differences became more entrenched.75 It 
forced A/NZ’s society to re-examine its colonial ethos, exposing the mantra that all 
could succeed as seriously flawed, and highlighting the need for the state to take 
responsibility for those struggling.76 
4.3 “God’s Own Country” (of Soup Kitchens) 
The Liberal era of the 1890s brought with it economic recovery and, by the turn of the 
century, A/NZ had the world’s highest standard of living, primarily due to its 
flourishing dairy, meat, and wool trading.77 The increase of urbanisation between 1880 
and 1900 led to more stable communities,78 but, consequently, also a rise in social 
problems. However, despite the widespread poverty, by the end of the 19th century, only 
the elderly were being granted official state support through the 1898 Old-age Pensions 
Act; the rest facing desperate hardship were left to contend with secondary—and more 
demeaning—charitable aid.79 Charitable Aid Board assistance continued to be granted 
very stringently, justified by its lack of trust in those asking for help—due to cheats and 
recipient incompetence as to their needs—and concern that too much assistance would 
lead to it being regarded as an entitlement on par with the old-age pension.80 Described 
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by Tennant as “[s]todge and monotony,” the food rations remained carbohydrate heavy 
and lacking in fresh fruit and vegetables.81 
Countrywide levels of indigence drove the Church—led by the Salvation Army and the 
Methodists—to address hunger with the re-establishment of soup kitchens for the 
unemployed and food distribution for the destitute.82 A particularly prominent soup 
kitchen was opened in Ōtepoti-Dunedin in 1895 by the Women’s Franchise League83—
“[m]uch as the necessity for such an institution is to be deplored.”84 Again, its opening 
was an affair of the mayor, as well as ministers.85 Opening speeches were “limited to 
five minutes”; “politics were to be avoided” and even deemed unnecessary “because 
this was purely an act of mercy.”86 However, systemic deficiencies were recognised—
“maladministration and mischievous policy”—and the need for financial backing 
raised:87 “All honour to the soup kitchen, but for the sake of mankind drown the kitchen 
in a noble subscription.”88 Soup kitchens were not be seen as a solution, but proof of 
“the necessity for a great alteration in [the] present system”: “it will be apparent to those 
who think forward that something more tangible than we have seen in the past must be 
undertaken by our so-called paternal Government if these sorrowful questions of want 
and destitution amongst comparatively large and helpless portions of our populations 
are to be properly grappled with.”89 
But, the shame of how deplorable the introduction of a soup kitchen would look on the 
international stage remained: they were “not an evidence of the prosperity of the 
colony.”90 Ōtepoti-Dunedin, with its particularly substantial soup kitchen, was labelled 
“a Land of Goshen,” even though Otago was dealing with high levels of 
unemployment.91 It closed a few months later, with the explanation, “it was never 
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intended to be anything more than a palliative—it was never meant that it should be 
remedial […] It would, however, be inhuman and stupid to allow people to starve 
because there were not right social conditions.92 
However, when it was reinstated the following year, in a different venue,93 and again by 
the mayor,94 one of the attendees of the opening ceremony, Rev. Mr Saunders, did not 
evade politics, and is quoted as proclaiming, 
The soup kitchen was designed to meet a special need, and not the ordinary 
conditions of poverty. Their object was not to lower self-dependence or parental 
responsibility. He hoped the time was coming when they would have a changed 
social condition through Socialism, or the realisation of some other bright 
dream, when provision would be made for everybody without in any way 
pauperising those who at any rate under the present condition of things, were 
unable to find the necessities of life.95 
The dawning of the 20th century saw the expansion of soup kitchens throughout the 
country, including in Ōtautahi-Christchurch,96 Tūranganui-a-Kiwa-Gisborne,97 and 
Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington.98 
Although some felt that such charity was even below Christian obligations99—“The 
primary duty of a Christian Church was not to descend to the level of a soup kitchen, 
but to reach the man and enable him to help himself through Christ”—the Church 
continued to take an active role. An article published in 1905 by the New Zealand 
Times entitled “Feeding the Hungry” focused on a soup kitchen run by Mother Mary 
Joseph Aubert. For the past three years, it had been serving, on average, 80 to 90 people 
daily. She had a refreshing take on those who were inebriated, i.e., the undeserving—
“What then? That is when they need the soup most!”—as well as on “cheats”: “There 
are ‘loafers,’ no doubt, but if there be hungry men in a community, ‘twere better to be 
cheated by a hundred loafers than that there be no heart open for a poverty-beaten 
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wretch.”100 The Sisters of Nazareth in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland were similarly 
objective: “No one is refused, no one turned away. Even the boys of the old brigade, the 
chronic cadgers that infest every town.”101 
As well as soup kitchens, there are early signs of foodbank style operations being 
implemented: Wellington City Mission, which opened its doors in 1904, handed out 
“Christ Cheer food parcels.”102 More formal monitoring was put in place, for example, 
in 1908 the Salvation Army opened a soup kitchen in Ōtautahi-Christchurch at which 
“as proof of bona fides, [recipients] must leave their names and addresses for future 
reference.”103 
The policy of the [Salvation] Army was not to give assistance until full inquiry 
had been made into the cases, and those that were deserving were then relieved. 
[…] Any men who were walking the street could also have enough bread and 
soup to satisfy them served at the barracks, and arrangements would be made for 
taking names and addresses, so that officers could visit homes later on.104 
The increase in soup kitchens had not escaped parliamentary debate: in an 1894 
discussion, it was asked, “Can we ignore the fact of soup-kitchens having been 
established in Ōtautahi-Christchurch, and other large towns, for the relief of the 
destitute? Why, even in December we read of 375 receiving relief in Wellington 
alone.”105 However, only a decade later, along with debates that they should not 
exist106—including by the Trades and Labour Council107—Premier of the time, Richard 
John Seddon, was arguing that they in fact did not exist.108 
There were also claims that poverty was being exaggerated and therefore the presence 
of soup kitchens was a humiliation,109 on par with “the methods of the English 
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slums”:110 “any self-respecting worker would starve rather than apply for the greasy 
mess, which is seasoned with cant and boiled over the poisoned fire of hypocrisy.”111 
Continued pressure to acknowledge poverty as a societal problem, for example, by the 
Presbyterian Church,112 was disputed with the argument that, if the state were to take on 
more responsibility, the result would be “a nation of paupers.”113 The following was 
stated at the 1911 Medical Congress: 
We have only got to throw all our responsibilities on the State to arrive at the 
universal soup kitchen stage—a nation of paupers. A frugal man may be able to 
keep himself and family and pay for medical attention and advice for his own 
people, but if he also has to pay for the hospital bill for the family of his 
neighbour who wastes his money—say in drink, he will in turn be made a pauper, 
waiting on the State for assistance.114 
4.4 The Great Depression: The Soup Kitchen Resurgence 
In 1918, an outbreak of influenza led to a wave of soup kitchens.115 But, apart from this 
sudden surge, there was a lull in those seeking charitable food assistance. For instance, 
Wellington City Mission, which had started up in the early 1900s, served meals mainly 
for the elderly, with only the occasional impoverished child, unemployed individual, or 
widow requiring assistance.116 
However, by the 1920s, the elderly were sharing their daily meal increasingly with the 
jobless as a result of the worldwide Great Depression.117 Compounded by fluctuating 
export prices,118 unemployment increased, incomes decreased, and there was a loss of 
homes, domestic security, and spending power.119 In A/NZ, towns and cities were 
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unable to contend with the mass influxes of people looking for work due to the increase 
in agricultural mechanisation.120 
Recognised as the most economically disastrous event to affect the country thus far, 
both hospital boards and voluntary groups quickly became overstretched with the 
amount of need.121 Those without work “came to see themselves as something of a 
political football, modern equivalents to lepers, an embarrassment bemoaned by all and 
helped, when helped at all, reluctantly.”122 Sales of staple foods of the period—potatoes, 
pork, and beef—dropped by 30 percent; their trade was replaced by cookbooks and 
articles focused on ways in which to make scarce food go further.123 Some people were 
able to survive off vegetables grown within city allotments, while others queued outside 
factories, hoping for leftovers, or stood in line for rations outside charitable aid offices 
and city mission halls.124 
Soup kitchens reappeared nationwide, but as seemingly more organised affairs.125 For 
example, Ōtautahi-Christchurch established a soup kitchen in 1928 at the mayor’s 
behest, specifically for single, unemployed people. It started with only a hot meal, and 
was later supplemented with apples and cigarettes.126 As more soup kitchens appeared 
throughout the city, a card index was kept at the different participating churches to 
prevent people “hopping” from one establishment to another.127 As well as being 
recognised for their function in providing food aid, soup kitchens were revered for their 
more righteous role: “keeping men away from pubs.”128 There are also reports of public 
food appeals: Wellington City Mission’s “Goliath Weekly 1lb Scheme” encouraged the 
public to donate a pound of food per week,129 and Ōtautahi-Christchurch held the 
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“Country Churches Gift scheme.”130 Even businesses got involved: the “Shellites”—
employees of the Shell Oil Company—collected food to distribute to the 
unemployed.131 
Supported by the city’s mayor,132 a soup kitchen was re-established in Ōtepoti-Dunedin 
by the Salvation Army:133 around 100 people attended on the first day,134 and even more 
the following,135 to the point that a second depot was created.136 Ōtepoti-Dunedin was, 
in fact, regarded as a pioneer—but not one to follow: attempts to establish one in 
Wanganui and Ahuriri-Napier were publically shunned.137 However, again, there were 
mixed opinions, from “the only way to give immediate relief”138 to the “almost 
destitute, [were] unwilling to lay claim to what they consider to be a form of charity.”139 
Yet, more food depots followed140—Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland even introduced a 
travelling soup kitchen.141  
The Unemployment Committee continued to be particularly vocal as to how degrading 
and improper soup kitchens were.142 In 1932, riots took place in response to the high 
levels of unemployment, including in Ōtepoti-Dunedin, during which Wardell’s, a well-
known high-end food emporium, was ransacked.143 Although the main reason for the 
protests was unemployment, according to the Bay of Plenty Times, the protestors in 
Ōtepoti-Dunedin desired fulfilment of an even more basic right: food. 
Culminating in a vigorous attempt to break into the grocery premises of Wardell 
Bros., a large demonstration by relief workers, who marched up George Street 
chanting, “We want food,” was organised in Dunedin at 10 o’clock this 
morning. The crowd gathered in the Octagon [the city’s central plaza] and 
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marched to the Hospital Board’s office to repeat the demands they made 
yesterday for relief. The board said it would deal with individual cases, but a cry 
of “All must get it or nobody” was raised, and, after several women, whose 
cases were investigated, were turned away because their husbands had had some 
work this week, the crowd, in angry mood, marched to Wardell Bros.’ premises. 
Although confronted by Police Superintendent Eccles and a body of constable, 
they made a desperate attempt to enter the premises and help themselves. 144 
The protesting continued the following day, but is said to have subsided, for a while at 
least, with the distribution of 800 food parcels over the weekend.145 However, the 
official reaction of central government was unsympathetic: it passed the Public Safety 
Conservation Act—which allowed for the suppression of democratic norms if 
necessary—and deported able-bodied unemployed male workers to work-for-the-dole 
labour camps located in the countryside.146 
As explained by McClure, there was a legitimate desire for more organised and 
dignified assistance, i.e., a move away from the humiliation of soup kitchens and 
intrusiveness of charitable aid.147 As poverty and the inefficiency of charitable aid 
became more indisputable, the public again questioned the state’s meagre provisions. 
4.5 The Rise of the Foodbank: Hand-up to Hand-out 
By the late ‘30s, the days of the soup kitchen appeared (again) to be finally over: they 
essentially disappeared from the social landscape. Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington’s 
Compassion Soup Kitchen, run by the Sisters of Compassion, appears to be the only 
standardised operation remaining within the country. 
The massive drop in those needing food charity post-Depression is attributed to the 
country’s economic upturn and implementation of the 1935 reforms of the Labour Party 
as outlined in chapter 3.148 Societal problems, particularly due to high rent, did not 
disappear entirely, but public need for the basics is said to have levelled off. According 
to Christchurch City Mission’s 1946 Annual Report: “Social security in New Zealand 
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has happily made an almost unbelievable difference to poverty.”149 Although, it should 
be noted that the social security system failed to support Māori to the same extent as 
Pākehā.150 During the 1950s and up until the ‘80s, chits—food vouchers—were only 
given out occasionally and enabled people to choose what they wanted from various 
food stores. Those requiring free meals was, again, primarily the elderly, and notably, in 
the 1960s, increasingly alcoholics.151  
However, the reforms of the 1980s described in the previous chapters led to the need for 
food charity returning with grievous force: Sister Annette of Whanganui-a-Tara-
Wellington’s Compassion Soup Kitchen described the situation as parallel to that of the 
pioneering days.152 The systemic issues covered in the previous chapter were 
acknowledged by those on the ground from the outset: benefit cuts, stricter income 
support eligibility, the establishment of market rates for state houses, and the 
introduction of the 1991 Employment Contract Act. 
In a 1989 report published by the Evening Post, the need for soup kitchens was labelled 
“stronger than ever,”153 and, by 1992, a report in New Zealandia had the embittered 
heading, “Buy Shares in soup kitchens.”154 However, it was not soup kitchens that 
would come to the rescue: foodbanks were to emerge as the “public symbol of 
charity.”155 The first materialised—unintentionally—in 1983 in Tāmaki Makaurau-
Auckland. Parishioner Janet Bromley, who organised it at the city’s railway station over 
the Easter weekend, had regarded it as a “one-off action to assist people to set up for the 
winter. ‘But,’ she said, ‘once I’d turned the tap on, it wouldn’t turn off.’”156 
Between 1989 and 1992, the number of foodbanks throughout the country increased 
rapidly. The Dominion newspaper reports that between 1989 and 1991, church 
foodbanks in Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington increased from 14 to 36.157 In 1992, 
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Newtown Salvation Army, Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington, reported that, within a year, 
its weekly food parcel assistance had increased from six to 40 plus; it was now having 
to spend 80 percent of its resources on food. One of the busiest branches in the capital 
was located in Lower Hutt, which was spending a substantial $6000 a month on 
necessities, each parcel costing $80.158 By the end of the 1980s, there were 16 
foodbanks in the Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland metropolitan area; the total number 
doubled in each of the following two years, to 31 in 1990 and 63 in 1991.159 In April 
1990, Salvation Army’s Ōtautahi-Christchurch branch was running 23; by May 1991, 
this number had increased to 171;160 between 1991 and 1992, it reported assistance 
rising by 400 percent.161 The Otago Daily Times published a two-part feature length 
article specifically on Ōtepoti-Dunedin: poverty, once a “hidden canker,” was making 
itself apparent on the streets of the city; from September/October 1990 to March 1992, 
food parcel distribution had doubled, even tripled in some cases.162 
However, today’s notion of the “foodbank” as an independent entity that deals only 
with food parcels and employs staff for this specific purpose did not appear to emerge 
until 1991/2.163 For example, initially, Support Otago had aimed to only provide food 
parcels through its parishes with food sourced from individual donations; but, as 
requests increased, the need to establish a separate foodbank and for larger 
(supermarket) donations was soon a requirement.164 
As with the launch of soup kitchens, foodbanks were regarded as a band-aid only.165 
But, unlike their charitable counterpart, foodbanks generated stronger resistance on 
political grounds: their existence was vehemently identified as a severe lack of state 
support; those running them even felt that they went against their own principles, not on 
religious grounds, as expressed at the turn of the century, but governmental. For 
example, staff at Support Otago felt strongly that the idea of providing food parcels was 
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“a denial of [their] accepted beliefs about the role of the State.”166 Foodbanks were 
regarded as a smokescreen, “mask[ing] the real effects of Government economic, 
employment and welfare policies.”167 Despite numerous reports identifying168—and 
even the government’s Social Policy Agency conceding—that their appearance had 
been due to the neoliberal structural reforms, Jenny Shipley, while Social Welfare 
Minister, was not only quick to charge foodbanks with generating their own demand, 
but of those obtaining such assistance as not truly requiring it.169 
The Methodist Church attempted to counter this attitude: based on results of a national 
survey, it argued that the majority of those asking for assistance had paid all their bills 
and simply had no money left.170 However, there remained an undercurrent of distrust, 
particularly around money mismanagement,171 and this view was somewhat perpetuated 
by the foodbank organisations themselves focusing on the provision of budgeting and 
self-help advice. For instance, in Ōtepoti-Dunedin, Catholic Social Services stated that 
“every citizen of New Zealand would be well served by some kind of budgeting 
programme,” and the solution proposed by Presbyterian Support was “teaching people 
some basic living skills—how to cook, how to grow vegetables, how to shop—self-help 
things.”172 
The situation in A/NZ, and the rise in foodbanks, even gained international attention. In 
1992, Time magazine published the feature article “New Poor Face a Bleak Future,” 
with the caption: “Brutal welfare cuts and free-market policies have spawned charity 
foodbanks across the nation.”173 The report labelled the rise of foodbanks as possibly 
the greatest indicator as to the spread of poverty within the country. Recognised quickly 
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as a part of life for many, fears that they were enabling the state to evade its 
responsibilities were juxtaposed with an unwillingness to let people go hungry. 
However, the government held fast to its opposing stance: Shipley not only defended 
the welfare cuts, but welcomed the rise in charity assistance, declaring that it enabled 
the creation of a more caring community. 
Nevertheless, in February 1992, the People’s Select Committee was established by the 
government to investigate the effects of benefit cuts and other social policies on the 
lives of people throughout the country.174 The committee travelled to five main 
centres—Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland, Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington, Ōtautahi-
Christchurch, Ōtepoti-Dunedin, and Hamilton—hearing hundreds of individual stories 
and gathering a mass of public submissions. 
In its final report, “Neither Freedom nor Choice,” a small section focused specifically 
on foodbanks includes one particularly ominous comment: 
They [the foodbanks] have taken on much of what had previously been provided 
by the state. However, for this to happen would be nothing short of disastrous. 
Not only would charity become further entrenched into the existing welfare 
system, and present policies legitimated, but the access people have to basic 
human need would depend solely on the decisions of others.175 
The committee concluded that “[o]ne central problem is that those who should take 
responsibility for the consequences of economic decisions have in fact passed the costs 
on to others and have blamed the victims.”176 
Far from being bludgers, the report labels beneficiaries as “pillars of society […] 
because of their continuing struggles to care for dependents, to ensure that children get 
the best of limited opportunities and by their ability to manipulate and manage a very 
meagre budget.”177 
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Following on from this report, research was conducted on foodbanks in 1994 by the 
Social Policy Agency.178 However, unlike its predecessor, this report appears to 
normalise their establishment. It starts by acknowledging how “[f]eeding programmes 
are not new to New Zealand. For many years a range of programmes (such as soup 
kitchens) have been performing a residual stop-gap service for the needy.”179 The fact 
that they are referred to as “programmes” itself implies longevity. Normalisation of 
what should be an exceptional response is also apparent in the description of foodbanks: 
Foodbanks represent a relatively new development and differ in significant ways 
from past provision. While these older established programmes generally 
provide prepared meals for specific groups such as the homeless who are unable 
to prepare meals for themselves, foodbank provision is based on parcels of 
groceries and is founded on the assumption that recipients are able to prepare 
meals for themselves.180 
There appears to have been a shift from those who needed food without a home and 
those who needed food and had the facilities with which to prepare it, i.e., a home. The 
report does not acknowledge that it was not just those who were homeless—and 
jobless—who were in need of soup kitchens. And describing the parcels as containing 
“groceries,” as one would purchase at the supermarket, rather than donations at best and 
“waste” at worst, extends this sense of normalcy. 
As Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland’s initial “official” foodbank revealed in its inability to 
close down—and their subsequent rapid multiplication—these charitable institutions 
were desperately needed. It was clear to all those involved in their operations that their 
need had arisen due to the introduction of neoliberal policies; the government even 
established the People’s Select Committee in the early 1990s to investigate the impacts 
of these policies. Yet, despite the final report, which included testimonials from all over 
the country that revealed the indignities of A/NZ citizens’ lives, and the uncovering of a 
prevalent victim blaming mentality, no action was taken by the government, enabling 
the normalisation and entrenchment of food charity foretold by the committee. 
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4.5.1 Normalisation and entrenchment 
As the ‘90s progressed, there continued to be major concerns over the potential long-
term establishment of foodbanks.181 In its 1994 report, the Social Policy Agency 
predicted that, due to the needs foodbanks were meeting being “deeper and more 
enduring than anticipated,” it was likely that they would “become entrenched as a more 
enduring component of the welfare system unless action [was] taken to reduce demand 
for their services by some form of public provision.”182 At this time, Social Welfare 
estimated that the amount of food being distributed by foodbanks was worth NZ$21 
million per year.183 
Yet, by the end of 1994, foodbanks were already being labelled a “growing industry,” 
with over 300 organisations reportedly involved in collecting and distributing food.184 
Simultaneously, foodbank operators were criticising the fact that they were taking on 
the role of social welfare. As the Ministry Director of Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington’s 
Downtown Ministry, Helen Walch, explained, “enough is enough […] Foodbanks don’t 
want the job of social welfare safety net anymore […] Instead it’s time to hand the 
responsibility back to the New Zealand Incomes Support Service. […] We don’t think 
people should depend on charities for basic requirements.”185 
However, despite the warnings and admonitions, entrenchment started early. This was 
in part due to the sheer number of people requiring assistance: as had been made 
apparent from Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland’s rail side offering, once this form of food 
charity assistance had started, and those requiring such assistance began to increase, 
there was a clear sense of responsibility on the part of the food charity organisers, i.e., 
the assistance could not simply be withdrawn.186 
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As foodbanks grew in number, there also appeared to develop a sense that they were the 
logical response to a lack of state assistance. For instance, in a letter to The Dominion 
newspaper, President of the Victoria University of Wellington Students’ Association, 
Alistair Shaw, explained that the university would be “establishing a foodbank for 
summer, when recent changes to the (previously entitled) emergency unemployment 
benefit mean that many students will have no access to government support.”187 
This sentiment was shared by those using the foodbanks, as expressed by Brenda Lowe, 
Christchurch City Mission’s emergency relief manager: “Because there is an explosion 
in foodbanks, some people think it is their right to get help from us […] They see us as 
a viable alternative to the New Zealand Income Support Service, and accept their 
situation as a fact of life rather than an emergency.”188 This denotes a massive shift in 
the normalisation of not only foodbanks, but hunger: it was commonplace, not a crisis. 
By at least 1998, foodbanks were being referred to as “social services,”189 and “welfare 
agencies,”190 and the government was no longer seen as “‘the final port of call for the 
needy’ because private charity organisations now had that role.”191 
This was undoubtedly encouraged by a government body referring individuals to 
foodbanks, another hand in their social entrenchment.192 According to the Methodist’s 
1991 national survey, a quarter of beneficiaries sent to foodbanks had been referred by 
the then called New Zealand Income Support Service (NZISS)—despite foodbanks not 
receiving any government funding. The department even had a standard letter of 
referrals.193 In the New Zealand Listener’s three page article, it highlighted how, when 
“[c]onfronted with another starving family, the Income Support Service […] fell back 
on routine,” and pointed a mother to a foodbank.194 The reporter, once a foodbank 
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volunteer, described how they “use nice white A4 paper with a dash of colour in the 
letterhead, much flasher than the old departmental form, but the message is the same: 
the government won’t help.”195 
In light of the fact that beneficiaries were being consistently sent to foodbanks without 
their entitlements being fully met by the NZISS, a 1994 report entitled “Passing the 
Buck” was commissioned by Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington’s Downtown Ministry: it 
warned that a “formal relationship should be “discouraged.”196 There were even claims 
made that Income Support staff received bonuses for not approving grants to 
beneficiaries.197 However, despite the documental evidence, this situation was flatly 
denied by the Social Regional Commissioner of the NZISS, Kelvan Smith, who claimed 
that any such referrals had been done “mistakenly,” blaming it on the “inexperience” of 
staff.198 Yet, in the same year, Social Welfare Minister, Peter Gresham, pushed for the 
strengthening of liaisons between foodbanks and the NZISS.199 
The foodbank set-up was also in line with National’s idea of self-reliance: “not that they 
should be able to care for themselves, but that they should become dependent on their 
immediate families and voluntary agencies rather than on the state.”200 Economics 
professor, Dr. David Green, in his report “From Welfare to Civil Society,” claimed that 
those concerned with “political caring,” i.e., the return of social welfare, had created a 
mentality that enabled people to display concern without having to act.201 In other 
words, they would, in Green’s eyes, be passing responsibility onto the state rather than 
taking any form of action themselves. Within this framing of self-reliance, Kelsey 
describes how dependency started to become “increasingly privatised, leading to the 
burden being transferred from the state to volunteers.”202 
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Despite their aversion to taking on government responsibilities, those running 
foodbanks also added to their social entrenchment: unwillingly or not, they took on the 
role of a social service provider, not only through the provision of food assistance, but 
the introduction of additional services. An initial example appears to be Christchurch 
City Mission’s 4C advocacy programme,203 the aim of which was to—ironically 
enough—“wean beneficiaries off a dependency on foodbank parcels.”204 In March 
2003, the mission reported its success: over the four years of the programme’s 
existence, 70 percent of the families involved had not returned. The scheme was also 
carried out in alliance with the government: “A key to the success of the programme is 
the mission’s partnership with WINZ [Work and Income New Zealand], which has 
extended to the secondment of a WINZ case manager to work alongside our community 
advocates.”  
Entrenchment was also achieved through foodbanks’ strict registration processes,205 
paving the way to those used by most foodbanks today. Free food was not freely given: 
individuals needed to provide personal details and reasons as to why they required help, 
and, for some, this included a referral from an outside agency, e.g., NZISS.206 As with 
the rise in soup kitchens, a response to the rise in foodbanks was increased 
communication between them within towns and cities in an attempt to prevent 
individuals collecting food from multiple locations.207  
This reorganisation of the foodbank perpetuated the victim-blaming mentality and 
therefore fit within neoliberal ideology, the last reason for their entrenchment that I will 
discuss. Firstly, through the additional assistance they provided. Returning to the 4C 
advocacy programme as an example, the attempts to empower individuals appear 
steeped in blame: the onus was very much on the food parcel recipient.208 In the name 
of empowerment, and to “reduce the shame-and-blame attitude,” people were informed 
that it was their fault they were in this predicament: “[i]t takes courage for these people 
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to deal with the issues which are often [my italics] the result of entrenched habits and 
lifestyles.”209 And secondly, with the need for strict registration processes—under the 
assumption that the system was being abused—they were perpetrating the negative 
stereotype of the foodbank abuser and the assumptions around who uses foodbanks and 
why. 
Such sentiments continued to be more blatantly expressed by those in politics. Peter 
Gresham, then National MP for Waitotara, and Lockwood Smith, then Minister of 
Education for the National Party, blamed foodbank use on bad parenting and poor 
budgeting, the suggested remedy being the somewhat patronisingly named scheme, 
“Parents as First Teachers”: “a low-intensity home visitation programme for parents 
with children pre-birth through to three years of age” aimed at “families facing 
particular challenges to their parenting.”210 
A spokesperson for Peter Gresham blamed foodbanks for creating their own demand: 
“people know they can get food, so they allocate their money toward other expenses.”211 
In 1995, Far North Member of Parliament, John Carter, even blamed church leaders for 
making poverty a national problem by simply discussing it.212 This is despite the 
government even having its own evidence of need in the form of an increase in the 
number of food grants being approved, a rise labelled by Annette King, then Labour’s 
social welfare spokesperson, as “horrifying.”213 
Even the Social Policy Agency—which had appeared somewhat accepting of foodbanks 
in its 1994 report—joined the call being made by those running the food parcel 
operations for public provision if food charity was to be prevented from becoming part 
of the social welfare system. However, the need was too great: the longer foodbanks 
remained, the further they became entrenched, and the harder it became for them to 
cease functioning. 
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This situation was doubtlessly exacerbated by direct referrals by the NZISS—the 
National Government was not coy as to its shifting of responsibilities, able to justify 
such a move in the name of self-reliance. What is striking is how the normalisation of 
food charity led to the normalisation of domestic hunger: just as charity was not a crisis 
solution, so hunger was not a crisis problem. 
Yet, this was not a view held by all: especially those managing the foodbanks. Although 
foodbanks can be seen to have morphed to fit into a more professionalised mould, 
entrenching them further, in light of the protestations and political activity, it appears to 
be primarily an unfortunate consequence of the socio-economic climate.  
4.5.2 Political activity 
Speaking in 1998, Michael Earle, director of Anglican Care, explained how there were 
two perspectives on foodbanks: the “dominant overview” of the government and 
business, civil service, and community sector leaders that “gave priority to economics 
and labelled low-income groups and beneficiaries as being economically inefficient, 
wasteful, under-skilled, and dysfunctional,” and the “under-view,” which gave priority 
to social injustice and the struggle those on a low income had in paying for basic 
needs.214 
Those running foodbanks recognised the bind they were in by following the latter 
stance. Writing in the early 1990s, the New Zealand Council of Christian Social 
Services (NZCCSS) explained how 
Christian agencies face a moral dilemma in times of social crisis. It can be 
argued that we are letting the government off the hook by stepping in to fill the 
charity gap. We feel obliged to respond to immediate needs of the community. 
We must speak out for those people whose humanity is being violated.215  
Ruth Smithies, from the Catholic Office for Justice, Peace and Development, 
Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington Archdiocese, explained that the Church was not 
attempting to play politics.216 However, she recognised that its work must go hand-in-
hand with the establishment of just structures so that it was not depended upon. On the 
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other hand, concerns that foodbanks were stopping radical action were raised: Russell 
Toyne of Manurena’s St. Vincent de Paul commented on how “[g]iving alms can be a 
cheap form of charity.”217 
As discussed by historian Peter Lineham, during the 1990s, Christian organisations 
were particularly vocal: the NZCCSS has even been hailed as a “more effective pressure 
group on social policy than any non-government organisation” during this time.218 
Before the 1990 election, the NZCCSS met with Shipley and Don McKinnon (then 
acting as deputy leader)—both while members of the opposition party—and were 
assured that changes within economic and social policy would proceed more slowly 
than they had done previously. However, when this transpired not to be the case, church 
leaders took it in within their own hands to develop alternative economic and social 
policies. The rising tide of concern within the Church at the social policy trends—
demonised as “monetarism”—culminated in 1993 with its Social Justice Statement. 
Aimed primarily at church members—and intentionally released well in advance of the 
1993 General Election—the hope was to facilitate discussion on the issue of social 
justice with arguments based not only on religion, but human rights: 
A just society recognises all citizens have a right to food, housing, clothing, rest, 
education, health care, employment, and security in old age. Access to these 
things must be on the basis of need and not be limited by a person’s status in 
society or ability to pay.219 
Signed by ten church leaders, covering a broad range of denominations, the statement 
was issued on July 11, 1993. Designated as “Social Justice Sunday,” a service was held 
in Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington’s Anglican Cathedral, to which Members of 
Parliament were invited. Citing the increase in demand for their assistance, the 
statement requested that the state review benefit rates and the tax structure, and that 
priority be given to those in the lower socio-economic bracket. The document 
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“immediately threw up controversy”:220 it was attacked for being left-wing, communist 
propaganda by right-wing Christians and the National Government.221 
Shipley staunchly defended the criticisms made against neoliberalism: “I am personally 
disturbed—and I say this as an active member of the church—that some of the work 
that has been put before this nation and purports to be the position of the church, in fact, 
comes from some of the most left-wing thinking areas of New Zealand.”222 Simon 
Upton, then Minister of Health, even advocated a charitable route: reminiscent of de 
Tocqueville, he stated, “As a Christian I cannot accept that I have fed the poor and 
clothed the naked through contributing to an anonymous and invisible taxation 
system.”223 
In the following year, foodbanks held a Foodbank Co-ordinator’s Conference in Tāmaki 
Makaurau-Auckland.224 One hundred and eighty delegates reflected on the increase in 
food aid requests; the dependency of low-income earners and the development of an 
underclass; the indignity felt by those dependent on food charity; and whether 
foodbanks were simply allowing the government and society in general to skirt the 
poverty issue. They disagreed with Gresham that the need was due to a lack of 
budgeting acumen, parenting skills, or moral fibre, and together agreed that they would 
change the emphasis of their work from simply meeting food parcel demands to 
changing the system that was “forcing people to go hungry.”225 
In an interview with New Zealandia, Salvation Army’s Major, Campbell Roberts, stated 
that foodbanks should see themselves as having three major roles: (i) emergency 
assistance; (ii) empowering people to organise their own lives and standing by them; 
and (iii) challenging policies and getting action taken on the root causes of poverty. He 
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also called for foodbanks to collect data: “If you don’t take statistics and use them for 
change, then you are being irresponsible.”226 
Those present at the conference stated that they were no longer prepared to assist on the 
current scale because “the foodbank phenomenon is a result of government policies not 
personal failure of the food recipient.” The Unemployed Workers’ Rights group even 
suggested that foodbanks should simply close. However, although delegates agreed with 
the sentiment, it was generally felt that a closure within the proposed three months 
would lead to too much hardship and suffering. Instead, an Action Group was set-up to 
prepare a case for the Human Rights Commission, asking it to investigate whether the 
government was contravening international conventions, like the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (article 25).227 
In 1995, the New Zealand Poverty Measurement Project reported that just under 20 
percent of Aotearoa New Zealanders were living below the poverty line.228 These 
results provided at least part of the foundation for possibly the most dramatic action 
taken by foodbank organisers to date: in line with National Action on Poverty Week, 
which took place from September 30 until October 6, 1996—a week before the 
election—foodbanks nationwide proposed a “strike,” during which they would refuse to 
collect or distribute food.229 At this point, it was estimated that between 250 and 300 
foodbanks were in operation, handing out 7,500 parcels per week; the closures would 
therefore affect approximately 20,000 people.230 A main aim was to publicise the fact 
that priority had to be made by politicians to alleviate the need for foodbanks.  
Seventeen were set to strike in Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington, at least one in Ōtautahi-
Christchurch, and another in Te Papa-i-Oea-Palmerston North.231 Kevin Hackwell of 
Wellington Downtown Community Ministry explained that people would be directed to 
the Department of Social Welfare where individuals would have to be given a food 
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grant as the closure of the foodbanks should be considered an “exceptional 
circumstance.”232 The Salvation Army’s nationwide branches, apart from the Ōtautahi-
Christchurch branch, decided not to participate, concerned that only the clientele would 
suffer.233 Christchurch City Mission also took this stance and opted instead to park a 
truck outside the city’s Income Social Service office from which volunteers assisted 
people for two hours in a “display against poverty.”234 
Instead of closures, a rally was held in Ōtepoti-Dunedin: “foodbanks drew some 
emotional responses yesterday in the Octagon when, for the first time in the history of 
the city’s four main foodbanks, their local staff marked a National Action on Poverty 
Week to protest the need for foodbanks.”235 Representatives from political parties, non-
governmental organisations, and churches made speeches on the shame of poverty, and 
a cache of 1,200 balloons was popped: each represented a food parcel that had been 
given out that year in the city, feeding approximately 36,000 people. The remains of the 
balloons were posted to the Minister of Social Welfare.236 
The protest move to close foodbanks was particularly courageous. During the 1990s, 
there appeared to be no apprehensions around appearing “too political,” with the 
NZCCSS even in direct discussions with politicians and the creation of the Social 
Justice Statement, the reception of which brought to the fore the antithetical views at the 
time—and still today: that foodbanks were a “just desert” for neoliberal failures or that 
they signalled an injustice. Another important representation during this period was that 
foodbanks were symbolic of human rights’ violations and that they themselves violated 
human rights. 
4.5.2.1 Human rights violation 
During the 1990s, foodbanks were not only seen as reflective of the government not 
abiding by its social welfare obligations, but its human rights obligations. In an article 
for the New Zealand Herald, Paul Hunt, Chief Human Rights Commissioner, asked, 
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“did the ‘trickle down’ theory of economic adjustment remove the need for food parcels 
and deliver us from freedom from want?”237 He highlighted how, while the state was 
focusing its attention on joining the United Nations Security Council and taking on new 
responsibilities, existing obligations were going unfulfilled, a situation the government 
was making a concerted effort to conceal.238 
Hunt explains how, after finally submitting its initial International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights report, the government deferred the Committee 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Right’s examination of the report to December, 1993. 
The government’s justification was a lack of resources. Hunt provides another line of 
reasoning: the welfare cuts of April, 1991. This left a large number of beneficiaries in 
an economically dire situation: “more people are relying upon foodbanks. As recent 
research published by the Methodist Mission concludes: ‘By lowering the benefit levels 
and tightening the criteria, the Government has forced an increasing number of decent 
citizens to the humiliating point of asking for food.’”239 This led Hunt to inquire, “Is it 
just a coincidence that the Government asked for the report’s examination to take place 
[…] when it will be either out of office or three years from the next general election?”240 
By 1993, the report would have been seriously outdated and would not reflect the 
massive social welfare changes. However, the government managed to sidestep 
providing such details by submitting parliamentary acts and ministerial statements 
without any form of analytical commentary instead of a supplementary report. 
The issue was even broached by local newspapers, including Ōtautahi-Christchurch’s 
The Press: in a report promoting Graham Riches’ book, First World Hunger, which was 
to be published the following year and covered the political nature of hunger, it was 
highlighted that “New Zealand had signed international human rights covenants and 
subscribed to their goals, but its economic and welfare policies had let food-bank use 
rise.”241 
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Another example can be found in an Otago Daily Times report entitled, “NZ not 
delivering on human rights for some citizens.”242 Peter Glensor, chairperson of the 
Association of Non-Government Organisations of Aotearoa, explained how, although 
the majority may associate human rights with the developing world, “many of the social 
issues which affect our daily lives in New Zealand fall squarely into the human rights 
category.” He explained that it is “right and proper that we should raise the alarm at 
failures by New Zealand governments to meet the standards of the Universal 
Declaration, even if the failures are relatively slight by the standards of, say, 
Afghanistan or Rwanda.” 
On the other hand, in September 1997, the New Zealand Business Roundtable published 
its own report entitled, “Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: Time for a Reappraisal,” 
written by Bernard Robertson, then Editor of The New Zealand Law Journal.243 He 
argued that 
The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights cannot 
stand up to detailed analysis. The rights enumerated in the Covenant are 
selective and politically biased. Many of the “rights” contained therein are 
internally self-contradictory or are impossible for governments to implement 
while continuing to respect civil and political rights.244  
Labelling documents like the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights as “well-meaning but hopelessly utopian,”245 Robertson concluded, “[t]he 
rhetoric about economic and social rights is characterised by an intellectual laziness,”246 
and warned, “[i]t is clear that the activities of the Committee [of Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights] and the international human rights process have potentially harmful 
consequences for business and for economic growth, and therefore for the achievement 
of the ends the icescr [sic] is supposed to pursue.”247 
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And, as a new century dawned, this unsound view won out, despite the political—and 
human rights based—clout of foodbank organisers, churches, and scholars: the social 
justice stance did not disappear, it was mitigated by the rise of neoliberal ideology 
described in chapter 2, particularly as food charity caught the eye of those who could 
capitalise on it. 
4.6 Twenty-First Century: Institutionalisation and Expansion 
As the 21st century approached, a “foodbank culture” had become even more 
established, described as a way of life for many,248 and a “sign of the times.”249 One 
couple in Rotorua, both on sickness benefit and with $100 left a week for food and 
petrol once bills and rent had been paid, were described as being “part of New 
Zealand’s largest growth industry—citizens using foodbanks.”250 Yet, despite the 
apparent normalisation of foodbanks, there was continued uncomfortableness around 
the fact that a “temporary charitable response had become a fixture,”251 particularly by 
those running them. 
There were at least four “constants” from the ‘90s that assisted with the continuation of 
foodbanks. The first was that those accessing foodbanks had continued to rise.252 The 
second was the perpetuation of individual blame for foodbank use. In February 2000, 
the third Otago Hidden Hunger Forum was held: its main aim was to address such 
“myths” of food poverty and to “combat perceptions people without enough to eat did 
not know how to budget or cook.”253 
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Yet, these myths abounded, again endorsed by politicians. In 2001, an MP for the right-
wing party, Act, Muriel Newman—while profiting off the situation by co-authoring the 
books How to Live off the Smell of an Oily Rag, More Ways to Live off the Smell of an 
Oily Rag, and Feasting off the Smell of an Oily Rag—favoured the view that correct 
budgeting would solve much of the problem: “I think it’s a combination of poor choices 
often, and sometimes, I suspect, a lack of planning. I think it’s a money-management 
problem.”254 
Such sentiment was even present in seemingly encouraging comments: to mark 
Volunteers Awareness Week 2009, Tariana Turia, then Minister of the Community and 
Voluntary Sector, spoke at a breakfast at Tauranga Foodbank.255 She stated that the 
community must “think creatively” rather than seek government hand-outs throughout 
the economic downturn, including by educating themselves and gardening. 
In a two-page 2002 report published by Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland’s Metro, there was 
recognition that a “conspiracy of silence still surrounds the poor”: the “issue of poverty 
is not sexy”; despite the entrenchment of poverty, “complacency prevails.”256 However, 
based on the reports reviewed, I would argue that it was more than complacency: action 
was being taken, but to assist in entrenching poverty further. One way in which this can 
be seen is within the third constant: the government-foodbank connection. Not only had 
this continued, but expanded: whereas before the government had been seemingly vexed 
by its not-so-secret affair with foodbanks, it now announced that it was in a partnership, 
even implying a mutual relationship. According to a 2008 report published by 
NZCCSS, 
Work & Income advise that they see working with foodbanks as a partnership 
approach and that foodbanks are free to choose how and when to meet with 
Work & Income staff in their areas. For some larger foodbanks this is a formal 
relationship, while for others local relationships needed to maintain flexibility 
and remain informal.257 
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It then seemingly strengthened this relationship in a move to rid the country of 
foodbanks. In 2002, the Ministry of Social Development launched a three to five year 
Foodbank Strategy, the goal of which was to eliminate the need for such food charity 
provision within the country.258 A Foodbank Social Coalition Fund was established 
through the 2002 budget, and Work and Income took a three pronged approach to 
achieving the strategy’s objectives: reducing the number of referrals by ensuring clients 
were given the correct benefit entitlements, enabling consistent referral practices to 
foodbanks when required, and working with foodbank providers to reduce dependence 
on their service through the presence of Work and Income case managers in foodbanks 
and the funding of additional programmes, e.g., budgeting and counselling services. In 
light of the fact that the approach appears to merely formalise foodbanks’ current roles, 
it is not surprising that, according to a 2008 NZCCSS report, the strategy had “no 
significant impact on reducing the need for foodbanks.”259 Instead, what can be seen 
from the press coverage is that, as well as the continuation of certain practices—and 
even their intensification—food charity was transformed, not for the sake of the food 
parcel recipients, as much as for that of businesses and the public. 
4.6.1 Transformation 
As well as services and relationships continuing and magnifying within foodbanks, they 
themselves transformed. This can be witnessed in the development of their social 
service role. For instance, in 2004, Christchurch City Mission included a diabetes 
support group in league with Diabetes Life Education for foodbank users suffering from 
this health condition, providing assistance from nurses, dietitians, and other specialists 
in health and welfare.260 As food parcel recipients were dumping food it was assumed 
they felt incapable of using, the mission also started up a free nine-week cooking 
programme in 2006, “Smart Foods,” and introduced one-to-one support and the 
provision of basic recipes.261 
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In the same year, Presbyterian Support published the report, “A Model for the New 
Frontier of Social Work: Using Respect, Empathy, Curiosity and Time,”262 followed the 
consecutive year by “Mapping the New Frontier of Foodbank Social Work,”263 and in 
2008 the Salvation Army announced that it aimed to expand the services it was 
providing.264 This appears to have supported the idea that foodbanks were not only 
regarded as providing social work, but part of the social work sector.  
Their transformation can also be observed through their expansion. A particularly 
prominent example is 0800 HUNGRY, the company line of which is “mercy before 
judgement.”265 Established in Ōtautahi-Christchurch in 2001, its name alone is a 
signifier of how far the foodbank culture had seeped into A/NZ’s everyday 
consciousness, joining the country’s 0800 franchise.266 A “dial-a-food-package” 
foodbank,267 0800 HUNGRY labelled itself “New Zealand’s largest foodbank,”268 a 
misplaced honour it attempted to merit further through additional expansion. In 
February, 2004, its chief executive Kerry Bensemann, requested $2.5 million from 
Christchurch City Council to build a drive-through, supermarket-style foodbank in the 
suburb, Bromley.269 The vision was a “one-stop shop,” complete with blast freezer-
equipped recovery kitchens and the space to provide budgeting and community-cooking 
classes. Then, in 2008, Bensemann announced plans to open a “mega-foodbank cum 
community centre,”270 as well as the export of his industrial scale model foodbank to 
Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland and Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington.271 He is paraphrased 
as saying how, 
[g]iven the industrial scale of our food production, there is more than enough 
going to waste—the crumbs falling off the table—to feed a whole city’s worth 
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of the poor and needy […] You just need a foodbank that is similarly organised 
on an industrial scale to pick up and distribute the goods.272 
0800 HUNGRY also sets itself apart by its $5 user charge, on the premise that “too 
much charity undermines a person’s dignity and development, breeding entitlement then 
dependency.”273 Concern around dignity is thereby present, but then confounded with 
the sentiment that the individual is seemingly to blame for losing theirs. Reminiscent of 
the days in which mayor’s attended the opening of soup kitchens, it enlisted the 
endorsement of the then National Party leader, John Key, who was present as a guest 
speaker at a fundraising event for 0800 HUNGRY in 2007.274 
As foodbanks have enlarged, so they have also become less conspicuous. Established in 
2012, Feed the Need originally provided hot lunches. However, it has now taken on a 
new approach through its Pātaka—the te reo Māori word for pantry—Programme: 
following the US example, it aimed to set up food pantries within schools so that 
“students and their families can discreetly access emergency food in a familiar and 
supportive environment.”275 
Another case of inconspicuousness can be found in attempts to replace the food grant 
with a food bag.276 Supplied by the business “My Food Bag”—a for-profit that reached 
$100 million in annual revenue within three years277—a trial of 1,000 kits, voluntarily 
received, was conducted in early 2020 in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland. Rebekah 
Graham, a researcher in food insecurity within A/NZ, commented, “Food is a deeply 
personal thing…it feels like another way to avoid giving people money.”278 Research 
found that it was cheaper to purchase food directly from a supermarket than through My 
 
272 McCrone, “Answering the Lord’s Call,” D3. 
273 “The $12m Christmas Wish,” C8. 
274 “Key to Address Food Charity: 0800 Hungry,” A7; “Tax Policy Food for Thought, Says Key,” The Press 
(Christchurch, NZ), 28 February, 2007. 
275 “Pātaka Programme,” Feed the Need, accessed 21 November, 2020, https://www.feedtheneed.co.nz/what-we-
do/pataka-programme/. 
276 “Beneficiaries Being Delivered My Food Bag Meals as Part of Government Trial,” 1 News, 8 December, 2019, 
https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-news/new-zealand/beneficiaries-being-delivered-my-food-bag-meals-part-government-
trial-v1. 
277 CU Accountants, “My Food Bag Shares Growth Tips and Tricks,” (blog), Chapman Upchurch Limited, 2018, 
https://cuaccountants.co.nz/my-food-bag-shares-growth-tips-and-tricks/. 
278 Susan Edmunds, “My Food Bag Kits for Beneficiaries ‘a Way to Avoid Giving People Money’,” Stuff, 12 




Food Bag.279 Having a box of food dropped off at the door as opposed to visiting 
someone face-to-face also minimised human contact—although, due to the environment 
in Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ), as previously discussed, some may argue 
that this is not a disadvantage. There were complaints that the boxes did not cater to 
specific dietary requirements and lacked non-food essentials, e.g., toiletries and washing 
products, and they came with recipes—as if, not only can they not decide what they eat, 
but how they eat it.280 
These examples reveal the diverse directions of food charity development: the industrial 
scale foodbank-cum-community centre; the mini-foodbank in educational institutions; 
and the transformation of WINZ into a foodbank. All of these create new markets in the 
process, taking the transformation of food charity to a whole new level of 
institutionalisation. There have also attempts to make food charity more socially 
acceptable, placing foodbanks into the realm of community centres and schools. Yet, 
this does not change what food charity symbolises and how it is received by those who 
use it, let alone their circumstances. In the case of WINZ, the food parcel model might 
be revamped through its corporatisation, but it remains reflective of the assumption that 
those who are poor are too incompetent to know what they need. 
4.6.1.1 Foodbank-business “partnerships” 
The third level of transformation can be witnessed in their closer connection to 
business. Writing in the late 1990s, Uttley reported that most foodbanks were primarily 
funded by and obtained donations from the churches that ran them and individual 
contributions.281 This changed in the 21st century with the more prominent role of the 
supermarket. As food retailers, the provision of food was a seemingly clear route for 
them to take. One way was via the consumer: supermarkets introduced food donation 
bins into store branches in the mid-90s.282 Then, they enabled people to put food 
packages together in their own homes. For example, in 2012, New World South Island 
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started a “brown paper bag appeal”:283 brown paper bags were included in an edition of 
Ōtautahi-Christchurch’s local newspaper, The Press, and readers were asked to fill the 
bags with non-perishable food and drop them off at New World supermarkets.284 
Discussing that year’s Brown Paper Bag Appeal, Michael Gorman, a missioner from 
Christchurch City Mission, in an ironic expression of altruism, stated that the mission 
was hoping to break its record of 8000 bags, its total from the year before.285 
Finally, supermarkets made it even more convenient for the consumer: unsurprisingly in 
the Digital Age, the ability to donate went online. In 2015, website designer Galen King 
founded The Foodbank Project, an online shop that allows individuals to donate 
groceries to Aotearoa New Zealanders in need.286 Run by Salvation Army and 
supported by the supermarket, Countdown, their “Food Rescue Partner,” it was the first 
virtual foodbank in the country, and its success in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland led to it 
being rolled out nationwide.287 Akin to a network provider, a visitor to the website can 
choose from a range of bundles, which are then assembled by Countdown, delivered to 
the local Salvation Army hub, and donated to those in need.288 
Supermarkets then became even more adept with their “waste” produce. It appears that 
surplus food was being used for food charity as early as the mid-‘90s in A/NZ.289 
However, it was not until the late 2000s that its use was institutionalised with the 
emergence of aforementioned “food rescue” operations. Kaibosh, based in Whanganui-
a-Tara-Wellington, was founded in 2008,290 and KiwiHarvest (originally FoodShare), 
located in Ōtepoti-Dunedin and Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland,291 and Fair Food, based in 
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Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland,292 were both founded in 2012. KiwiHarvest works under 
the tagline, “Two Big Problems. One Clever Solution.”293 As its Tāmaki Makaurau-
Auckland manager, Maria Madill, explained, “Food rescue is about solving two 
problems […] One is the excess food that is going to waste. That is then solving the 
problem of food insecurity—by redistributing that good surplus food to people in 
need.”294 
The revision of the Food Act in 2014, which included a section on the immunity of food 
donors,295 has enabled supermarkets to donate food in bulk to such food rescue 
organisations with limited liability risk should an individual subsequently become 
physically unwell from a donation. In 2020, food rescue organisations became “NZ 
Food Waste Champions” in line with Sustainable Development Goal 12.3, for which 
“feeding people” is included as a “win” of addressing food waste.296 
The benefits that supermarkets gain from food charity as covered in chapter 2 can be 
clearly witnessed in the A/NZ context. The bitter irony in the fact that Countdown is 
rescuing the food it is wasting in the first place is also seemingly lost behind superhero 
lingo: “Food Rescue Partner”; “Food Waste Champions.” And the line being taken by 
food rescue organisations is very much in line with the issues raised in chapter 2; 
Madill’s comment on food security being thereby resolved, is particularly reflective of 
how warped the debate has become. 
4.6.1.2 Foodraising 
Foodbanks also partnered up with food manufacturers, particularly for “foodraising” 
campaigns. Unsurprisingly—being a major manufacturer of tinned foods—Watties 
(now Heinz Watties) was a prominent business early on in this scene. Just before 
Christmas 1994, it started the Village-Hoyts-Wattie’s Cans Film Festival, which ran 
annually for 22 years.297 The premise was that the public paid for a cinema ticket with a 
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can of food and Watties matched each can donated; all cans were then passed onto the 
Salvation Army. In the same year, and also in partnership with the Salvation Army, it 
initiated Cans for Goods, a “national ‘collection, creation, education and donation’ 
campaign.”298 However, it was during the 2010s that there appears to have been a real 
boost in business participation beyond Watties: contributors involved a variety of 
trades, including home improvement retailers, energy providers, and restaurants.299 
Through this focus on tinned food, foodbanks have also transformed how “food” is 
viewed. Initially, tinned food was called “food that keeps”;300 by 2012, tins had been re-
labelled “long-life staples.”301 One should bear in mind that a “staple food” is “a food 
that makes up the dominant part of a population’s diet. Food staples are eaten 
regularly—even daily—and supply a major proportion of a person’s energy and 
nutritional needs,”302 i.e., ideally not tinned foodstuffs. 
Community involvement has always been present in foodraising. However, it was also 
in the 2010s that more prominent events were introduced. For instance, Ōtepoti-
Dunedin’s first Octacan, now held yearly, was introduced in the winter of 2010: the 
public are encouraged to bring cans to the Octagon in the city centre.303 Not to be 
outdone on can puns, this was followed by “canstruction” in November 2013 in 
Ōtautahi-Christchurch:304 a competition in which teams compete to build a sculpture 
entirely out of cans; the cans are then donated to the Christchurch City Mission. Others 
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included a “cancert” held in Taranaki,305 and Ōtautahi-Christchurch’s not quite so 
catchy “Can Out concert.”306 
In addition, foodbanks have instigated their own foodraising events. As well as 
foodbank drives,307 there have been more imaginative ideas: for example, Salvation 
Army’s “adopt” a needy family scheme in 2007.308 This somewhat patronising sounding 
scheme enables individuals and groups to “adopt” a family to assist it through the 
Christmas period. In 2012, the Families for Families charity was established by the 
Salvation Army, and, again, for those struggling through the festive season.309  
While the previous section was the benefits for business, this reflects the benefits for the 
public. That is not to say that people should not derive pleasure from giving; however, 
the events described here, and the focus on the food, are so removed from the actual 
people they are professing to care about. Notably, Watties’ “collection, creation, 
education and donation” campaign does attempt to portray other angles. “Educate” 
involves teaching resources, samples of which are provided online. Within the can 
focused sheets—“How Wattie’s spaghetti is made”; “Step by step canning process”; 
“How many cans?” (“find out how many cans would be used to measure the height of 
the following famous landmarks”)—is one entitled, “How the Salvation Army helps 
Kiwis.”310 Notably, it is not, as with most of the others, an activity sheet: only dryly 
informative. To its credit, it does briefly discuss the Salvation Army’s work to address 
social issues, but the focus is on assistance given for failures of the individual: drug and 
alcohol treatment and money mismanagement. 
4.6.1.3 Political activity 
Compared to the events described above, political activity has been less pronounced and 
definitely less entertaining. In 2001, the Biennial National Foodbank Conference was 
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held in Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington. Speaking at the convention, Steve Maharey, 
then Minister of Social Services and Employment for the Labour Government, labelled 
foodbanks as an industry formed by the National Party,311 adding that the 
Labour/Alliance government was committed to destroying the foodbank industry, which 
would only be possible through improvements in social welfare.312 
Research within foodbanks continued to connect foodbank use to the wider economic, 
political, and social issues. The Child Poverty Action Group commissioned a report 
entitled, “Hard to Swallow: Food-bank use in New Zealand,” advocating the need for 
school breakfasts in low decile schools.313 In 2002, Presbyterian Support published, 
“How Much is Enough? Life below the Poverty Line in Dunedin,” which included the 
stories of those dependent on foodbanks in the city.314 It prompted Dunedin City 
Council to sponsor a forum on poverty, out of which grew PANDO:315 Poverty Action 
Network Dunedin-Ōtepoti.316 It consisted of 35 organisations working together to 
achieve social inclusion and the elimination of poverty in Ōtepoti-Dunedin. Poverty 
even became an election issue, leading to a 2004 survey of people who lived in low-
income private rental housing in the city and the subsequent report ,“Old, Cold, and 
Costly?” also published by Presbyterian Support.317 
The collective voice of the Church also remained emphatic about the need for political 
action on hunger and poverty, and today consists of four main actors:318 the NZCCSS, 
arguably still the most prominent advocate; the National Church Leaders Group, which 
meets regularly with the government; the City Mission; and the Salvation Army, which 
started its yearly and influential “State of the Nation” report in 2008.  
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An important development has been the establishment of the Kore Hiakai Zero Hunger 
Collective. Launched in 2020, this organisation stands out because it is focused 
specifically on food insecurity in A/NZ. Under the tagline, “for an Aotearoa where 
everyone has dignified access to enough good food,” the collective aims to address the 
root causes of food insecurity using a collaborative approach, in appreciation of the fact 
that domestic hunger involves a wide array of interconnected issues.319  
Today, when compared to the 1990s, there are seemingly less public outcries over 
domestic hunger. Political voices remain, but in a more bound, civilised format. 
Valuable reports like “State of the Nation” are aimed at state policy, while, in the 
background, food charity has been adopted by additional actors and issues, and 
transformed. The Kore Hiakai Zero Hunger Collective is a significant development. 
However, as will be discussed further below, even this movement has not been above 
the food charity hold. 
4.6.2 Other forms of food charity 
The focus here has been on foodbanks as arguably the most dominant form of food 
charity to exist in A/NZ, but there are other free food initiatives. For instance, 
communal meals are held in local church halls or community centres; Christmas dinner 
is a particularly publicised affair.320 The soup kitchen has endured, including 
Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington’s Compassion Soup Kitchen, which provides a daily 
breakfast (free) and dinner ($2) and has continued with its “no questions asked” 
policy.321 Soup kitchens appear to have had a resurgence during the 2000s,322 and, as the 
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majority cater for those for are homeless, this could be in light of the continuing 
nationwide housing crisis.323 
And, similar to the foodbank, the soup kitchen concept has transformed. For example, 
“Love Soup,” located in Hibiscus Coast, Rotorua, and Tokoroa, is a food rescue-cum-
“soup kitchen,” making meals out of “rescued” food that it then distributes to frontline 
organisations.324 Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland’s Merge Café, which developed from a 
soup kitchen, opened in 2010 and takes a different stance: it charges a subsidised 
community price and a “pay in fullness” rate, in an attempt to attract a mix of clientele, 
not just those in desperate need.325 Established by Lifewise, a charity run by the 
Methodist Mission Auckland, it was concerned that its purely charitable approach was 
in fact perpetuating homelessness. Recognising separation as a societal barrier, its main 
purpose became as much encouraging social interaction between people of different 
socio-economic circumstances as food provision. 
In addition, there have been two newer food charity developments in A/NZ. The first 
was the emergence of an essentially alternative foodbank movement: that of free food in 
the form of “The Free Store” concept. As the name suggests, the food collected is free 
to take and, because people can take what and as much as they like of the food 
available, the premise is one of trust, i.e., people only take what they require. Initiated in 
Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington in 2010, it had spread throughout the country by the end 
of the decade.326 
In a similar vein, the “community fridge” could be regarded as a form of free food 
charity: people leave food in a publically located fridge for others to take. One was set-
up in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland in 2016,327 and another in Ōtautahi-Christchurch 
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(New Brighton) in 2017.328 There are also informal “community food cupboards” 
located throughout towns and cities. 
Finally, there are examples of businesses that have been designed specifically to provide 
food charity: “social enterprises”—yet another guise for profiting off domestic hunger. 
“Eat My Lunch,” which describes itself as a “movement,” works on a buy one, donate 
one model: it gives one lunch to a child in need for every lunch bought by a 
consumer.329 In 2020—aptly on World Hunger Day—Kellogg’s partnered with the 
organisation, providing cereal, snacks, and financial donations.330 
4.6.3 Foodbank use today 
According to a 2019 report, households—specifically with children—had nearly 
returned to “the steady level” of foodbank use seen in 2015 by 2018.331 The Salvation 
Army also reported a decrease in its 2020 “State of the Nation” report, but “too small to 
indicate sustained improvement”: in 2019, it handed out 59,722 parcels over its network 
of 60 foodbanks.332 By contrast, foodbanks in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland and 
Ōtautahi-Christchurch reported record high demand in the same year.333 In addition, the 
Salvation Army report identified, 
There are now many different types of responses to food insecurity in this 
country, such as food rescue and free-stores, making an overall assessment of 
the level of food security challenging. There is a lack of recent research or 
comprehensive survey data that could give a clearer picture.334 
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However, foodbank demand undeniably soared due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
according to media reports:335 Wellington City Mission saw an increase of 400 percent 
over seven days. Christchurch City Mission witnessed an increase in daily demand of 
between 250 and 305 percent. Salvation Army reported dispensing four times the usual 
amount of food parcels, with its foodbanks throughout the country handing out 6,000 
food parcels—Whanganui-a-Tara-Wellington and Te Papa-i-Oea-Palmerston North saw 
more than a 900 percent increase. Masterton Foodbank, which experienced a three-fold 
increase in demand from 30 food boxes a week to 90, ran out of food. Chris Farrelly, 
from Auckland City Mission—which witnessed a double in the number of food parcels 
it was distributing to 1,200 over the 2020 March-April nationwide level 4 lockdown—
described the increase in demand as “Christmas on steroids.”336 There were even reports 
of break-ins, potentially indicative of the desperate predicament people had found 
themselves in.337 
In light of this situation, the government started funding foodbanks: in Tāmaki 
Makaurau-Auckland, the country’s largest stadium was converted into a foodbank by 
the council; the expectation was that approximately 5,000 parcels, paid for by the state, 
would be sent out weekly once demand stabilised.338 This initial financial backing has 
morphed into a more permanent scheme: the “Food Secure Communities” initiative. 
Between 2020 and 2023, the Ministry of Social Development is investing $32 million 
into foodbanks, food rescue organisations, and other community bodies involved in 
food distribution. It is, in fact, proposing the further institutionalisation of food aid 
through the establishment of the New Zealand Food Network—“a bulk food storage and 
distribution network where companies can donate surplus food which is then distributed 
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around the country to meet foodbank’s and food rescue organisation’s needs for 
food”—and proposals have been put forward to reinforce the practices, capabilities, and 
capacities of foodbanks and community services that deal with food charity, a national 
food rescue alliance, and the Kore Hiakai Zero Hunger Collective, which has been put 
in charge of supporting foodbanks and community food services. 
The sudden increase in those needing assistance was, granted, an emergency situation, 
thereby justifying a food aid response. However, this is a three year, $32 million dollar 
project: this is an investment into food charity, seemingly nullifying and normalising 
such a crisis response. That Kore Hiakai Zero Hunger Collective is essentially in charge 
of the operation is also not inconsequential: it is fronting the state’s foodbank agenda, 
yet simultaneously it signed an open letter in November 2020 to increase income 
support before Christmas.339 This is representative of the bind dealing with domestic 
hunger can lead to, but, more significantly, it means that there is still no organisation in 
A/NZ that is prepared to take a harder and clearer line on how domestic hunger should 
be addressed to ensure access and dignity. 
4.7 Summary  
Food charity materialised in A/NZ with the arrival of Pākehā and the introduction of an 
economic system based on scarcity. Mass emigration into the country and the lack of 
employment led to widespread impecuniousness. Yet, state assistance was not 
forthcoming, justified by capitalist, colonial tenets that claimed, despite the deficient 
social circumstances, that, in this egalitarian land, it was a deficiency of the individual 
not the state. Those suffering from hardship were consistently blamed for their plight. 
Even arguments against charity, focused on dependency, placed the onus on the 
individual and their apparent propensity to freeload if given the opportunity. 
Suggestions of establishing soup kitchens in lieu of social assistance were met with 
defiance, particularly as charity was symbolic of social stratification. Yet, during the 
economic depressions of the 1880s and 1920s, soup kitchens were an important part of 
welfare assistance. Notably, those who disapproved most fervently were the 
 




unemployed: their petitions and protests focused on the lack of employment and their 
right to work. 
The introduction of a welfare state in the 1930s saw a shift in how need was perceived. 
However, as economic cracks began to show, the political opportunity was taken to 
introduce a system that was essentially at odds with its predecessor. State withdrawal 
and significant social welfare modifications saw another rise in food charity in response 
to the increase in domestic hunger, poverty, and economic inequality, but, in contrast, it 
would become a more permanent feature. 
Before I incorporate the personal experiences of those interviewed into my 
investigation, I want to reflect on the wider context and concepts discussed in chapters 1 
and 2, together with my evaluation of A/NZ’s political discourses and socio-economic 
context, as outlined in chapter 3, and how these coalesce into the country’s charity 
model as described in this chapter.  
A/NZ provides an example of the neoliberal context and political, economic, and social 
views outlined in chapter 2 that assisted not only with the establishment of foodbanks as 
the primary form of food charity, but their institutionalisation. Symbolic of the 
detrimental impacts that successive governments’ commitment to neoliberal principles 
have culminated in, foodbanks have transformed as they have become more established 
within society, and not only within the voluntary sector, but within the political and 
business sectors; food charity has been entrenched by the needs of different actors—the 
state, business, and even the public. 
A/NZ’s current food charity model is indicative of the state’s refusal to take domestic 
hunger seriously and the country’s persistent tolerance to levels of food deprivation by 
certain pockets of the population. Newspaper articles published throughout the country 
reflect public knowledge of and concern about domestic hunger and the lack of state 
action, with those running the foodbanks being particularly vocal. Yet, despite A/NZ’s 
overall commitment to democracy, inclusivity, and compassion, successive 
governments continue to advocate neoliberal economic, political, and social agendas, 
the rhetoric of which, particularly pertaining to individual blame and lifestyle choices, 
has invalidated the voices of those who are suffering from domestic hunger and poverty. 
200 
 
What stands out as one moves into the 21st century is the absence of the food parcel 
recipient: not just their voices, but them as the “victims” of political transgressions; both 
aspects have been increasingly hidden behind the campaigns and additional causes—
arguably, the supermarket is recognised more as a good corporate citizen than the food 
parcel recipient as a citizen at all. How they experience the food charity championed by 
such businesses—in its various guises—does not appear to be as consequential.   
In the following three analysis chapters, I turn to their voices and their experiences, not 
only concerning food charity, but inevitably socially and politically beyond this. My 
analyses of their stories will consider the micro-level manifestations of the discourses 
and trends discussed in the previous three chapters. As touched on in chapter 1, though 
challenging, attempts to chart a path from the wider social level to the inner are 
important in order to understand the intimate nature and impacts of domestic hunger, 
poverty, and inequality.340 The contextual picture created in chapters 2 and 3 is not 
simply a backdrop for the narrative to follow, but a portrayal of broader dynamics that 
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The following is a description of my research methodology. It provides an overview of 
the approach I took, and the methods used, including justifications for using them and 
the ethical issues that arose. 
5.1 Critical Qualitative Approach 
As Pine explains, because “material disenfranchisement is intrinsically linked to 
communicative disenfranchisement, research must attend to the discursive 
marginalization of people who are food insecure as well as the broader context of power 
relations.”1 I wanted to utilise a theoretical underpinning and methodology that placed 
the voices, stories, and lived experiences of food parcel recipients at the forefront, and 
recognised their narratives within the wider social, economic, and historical context in 
which they reside in order to appreciate their personal struggles within the country’s 
socio-economic struggles. 
As outlined in chapter 1, because I wanted to use a research method that would enable 
me to place the voices of those I interviewed at the centre of my inquiry—as well as 
within the wider social, cultural, and political context—I chose a critical qualitative 
approach. Such an approach also enabled me to analyse and evaluate inequality, power 
relations, and injustices, and thereby attempt to address discrimination, poverty, and 
oppression, rather than only observe and be accepting of the status quo.2 I was then able 
to ground the lived experiences within my analysis of the forces that shape the social 
frameworks in which they reside, and allow the voices behind the stories the space to 
congratulate, challenge, and condemn these frameworks.3 It was evident that research 
focused on the experiences, perspectives, and attitudes of individuals was more suited to 
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a qualitative approach. While quantitative research is typically invested in statistical 
analysis that involves reducing phenomena into numerical values, qualitative research is 
more concerned with retaining the defining richness that phenomena reveal; its human 
qualities.4 A qualitative approach is centred on interpreting the ways in which the 
sociocultural world is experienced and interpreted within a specific context and at a 
particular moment. As the researcher examines a social situation by entering into it, this 
approach attempts to construct a holistic rather than reductionist picture, and seeks to 
depict and comprehend as opposed to predict and manage. Weight is placed on 
understanding the meanings given to human experiences, leading to a deeper 
understanding of human behaviours.5 In this respect, multiple subjective realities are 
uncovered, as opposed to a single objective reality, and a phenomenon can thereby be 
understood using the viewpoints and lived experiences of multiple people.6  
5.1.1 The critical framework 
As a counterattack to the “audit culture,” Denzin makes a scholarly battle cry to use 
critical inquiry: 
Our challenge is to push back, to resist, to redefine the place of the academy, 
indigenous epistemologies and the public intellectual in these public spaces. 
This is a call for interpretive, critical, performative qualitative research that 
matters in the lives of those who daily experience social injustice.7 
As its name suggests, critique is at its core, and a consideration of how the world could 
be as opposed to simply how it is: it views theory as a tool with which to transform not 
legitimate; to critique not rationalise. As Max Horkheimer, a founder of critical theory, 
explains, it “seeks human emancipation to liberate human beings from the 
circumstances that enslave them.”8 It is “a foundational perspective from which analysis 
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of social action, politics, science, and other human endeavors can proceed,”9 and aims 
to not only locate and examine, but challenge social inequalities and power relations, 
embracing the value orientation that social inequalities are systematic and that research 
should facilitate change. Rather than simply documenting testimonies, research in the 
critical vein aims to confront and empower: “The goal is to illuminate ways in which 
silence and disenfranchisement are perpetuated, where the focus is not just on 
victimization, but also on celebration of community strength, cultural enablers, and 
individual and collective agency.”10 It achieves this by focusing on the subjective 
experiences of individuals, which tend to be obscured by the power structures in place.11 
The role of the researcher is also a major feature. Firstly, the researcher plays a 
transformative role, essentially acting as an advocate and/or activist.12 Secondly, power 
relations between the researcher(s) and participant(s) are considered, confronting the 
usually privileged position of the former in their collection and examination of the 
data.13 Instead, the relationship aims to be non-paternalistic and equal. Thirdly, and 
closely tied to the second point, the researcher is not an outside observer. As discussed 
in the introduction, I am not a politically unbiased, neutral observer outside of my 
study: I am historically and locally situated within what I am researching. To use 
Denzin’s explanation, as a researcher, I have a “gendered, historical self […] This self, 
as a set of shifting identities, has its own history with the situated practices that define 
and shape the public issues and private troubles being studied.”14 
Finally, identifying myself—as the researcher—on an equal footing to my participants 
was important within the discourse of the “other,” i.e., how those who are poor are 
defined as outside the norms of society. This is how the participants are made to feel 
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within their daily lives and what this research is attempting to highlight and help 
eliminate. It was important that the methodology reflected this agenda and did not 
inadvertently reproduce it. 
In summary, Mertens provides an overview of the four main “belief systems” that 
constitute a critical paradigm.15 Ontologically, the critical paradigm asserts that reality 
is composed of a plethora of factors, including social, political, economic, and cultural, 
and acknowledges forthright that it contains social inequalities and conflicts between 
groups of different social standing. Epistemologically, the paradigm accepts that 
research is value-laden and that any findings are channelled through these values, both 
of the researcher(s) and the participant(s). Researcher self-reflexivity is therefore 
important: they must be aware of the values that are shaping their research and of their 
position within society. It is also assumed that the researcher(s) and the participant(s) 
are interrelated, and the solidarity of the former with the latter is stressed. Finally, 
ideologically, the foundation of this paradigm is based on the moral and political values 
of the researcher(s) and the participant(s). However, it is transformative values that are 
given priority, e.g., social justice, accountability, inclusion, and self-determination. 
As will be outlined below, this investigation and analysis was based on critical 
hermeneutic phenomenology. The contribution to social justice was made possible by 
using the analytical device of human dignity, and included the identification of different 
facets of domestic hunger and the need for change to be founded upon personal 
experiences; the location and presentation of false and unfair assumptions, 
generalisations, and judgements; the presentation of an alternative angle from which 
policies and programmes could be created and appraised; and a demonstration of the 
benefits of qualitative, interpretative methods that focus on the uniqueness of the 
individual and the importance of them as a measure of how effective policies and 
programmes are. 
Before I begin with the specific methods and processes I used, I will acknowledge that 
there are, inevitably, concerns with using a critical approach, a number of which are 
 




summarised by Nelson.16 As this paradigm is value-laden, the first is which values will 
be selected due to their subjective nature: “Values are ever changing and there is a 
danger that those who are oppressed may stifle the voices of others and become the new 
oppressors of those who dissent.”17 It is also difficult to translate “lofty values into 
practice.”18 This ties into the risk of simply finding in the data what one wants to find, 
based on these values.19 However, all research is unavoidably value-laden, in the 
judgments made, the variables selected, the actions observed, and how the findings are 
interpreted.20 Scotland highlights that the production of knowledge is itself political, as 
is refusing to acknowledge that it is so.21 Therefore, the critical paradigm could be seen 
as simply embracing the fact that values are present. It also aims to shine a light on the 
values of the participants involved: certain values are the foundation of the research and 
the main reason for its conception. However, an important premise of such research is 
then to uncover the values of those involved in the research through discussion and not 
to use values that are not in line with those raised. 
It is also difficult to ensure equality between the researcher and the participants: “[a] 
dialogue of equals is virtually impossible as power differentials between researchers and 
participants exist.”22 It is therefore important, as Scotland explains, to take consent, 
collaboration, autonomy, and coerciveness into consideration. One should be aware of 
the power relations present and do what one can to address the—even though this is not 
an easy task. 
Scotland also warns how the critical paradigm can lead to participants being 
stereotyped: if the participants are regarded as being part of a certain marginalised 
group, then their identities are homogenised; there is no acknowledgement that the 
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participants possess differing levels of conscientisation: it is assumed instead that they 
have no awareness, blindly enslaved by societal constraints. However, this is minimised 
by appreciating that all the stories shared have value, and that the life experiences 
revealed within these stories reflect unique perceptions. 
In order to address these three main issues—acknowledging the values I possess as the 
researcher and those of my participants; recognising the power relations at play; 
appreciating my participants as individuals—I decided to use critical hermeneutic 
phenomenology. In the following section, I will provide an overview of this approach, 
taking these issues into consideration. In section 5.2, I will then outline the methods I 
used in line with this approach. 
5.1.2 Critical hermeneutic phenomenology 
Experiences are lived processes full of perspectives and significances that embody how 
an individual relates to the world in their own unique way; they reflect what it means to 
be a particular individual—of a particular gender, from a particular culture—within the 
world, taking into consideration social, cultural, and historical influences. 
Phenomenological research attempts to understand these perceptions and make sense of 
lived experiences.23 It comprehends experience beyond categorisation thereby allowing 
for the inclusion of the taken-for-granted,24 and “assumes that we make sense of lived 
experience according to its personal significance for us, and implies that experiential, 
practical and instinctive understanding is more meaningful than abstract, theoretical 
knowledge.”25 
Phenomenology appreciates experiences from the first person point of view and how 
this experience is meaningful to an individual, enabling the expression of experiences in 
their own terms.26 As described by Max van Manen, it is the world as lived by the 
person as opposed to the world as separate from them.27 It thereby considers how a 
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phenomenon is experienced by different people and also attempts to understand its 
universal essence, “the very nature of the thing.”28 Phenomenology focuses on 
meanings rather than statistical relationships among, for instance, variables, social 
opinions, or behaviours, and aims to explicate these meanings as they are lived rather 
than as they are specific to, for example, particular cultures, social groups, historical 
periods, or mental types. 
A primary goal is to bring us in more direct contact with the world, rather than 
attempting to explain and/or control the world through effective theory: 
“[p]henomenology does not produce empirical or theoretical observations or accounts 
but rather offers accounts of experienced space, time, body, and human relation as we 
live them.”29 Likewise, it is not about coming to a conclusion or summary; there is no 
“punch-line.” It is what Van Manen (1990) calls a “poetizing activity”: “To summarize 
a poem in order to present the result would destroy the result because the poem itself is 
the result.”30 
This research centralised stories of lived experience obtaining a food parcel. However, 
the experience is more than that. Obtaining the food parcel is the core, what Dilthey 
coined the “comprehensive unit.”31 However, there was inevitably ancillary—but no 
less important—material, additional parts of life, which were connected with a common 
meaning, if temporally separate. This common meaning could be gleaned by 
recognising these parts and making connections. The whole story was thereby valuable 
and valid. 
Hermeneutics is “the art and science of interpretation and thus also of meaning.”32 It 
advocates appreciation of an experience holistically by analysing it both as a whole and 
as parts, and by understanding the whole in relation to its parts and vice versa. In other 
words, you read the interview and appreciate it for its complete content, then perceive 
how it is also composed of different sections. Known as the hermeneutic circle, this 
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dynamic process appreciates that the whole experience is composed of different parts; 
analysis in this vein reflects this, involving multiple levels and the scrutiny of different 
perspectives that relate and cohere into the whole.  
Hermeneutical phenomenology relies on both interpretation and description of the lived 
experience. It is the study of lived experience—the “lifeworld”33 or our “being-in-the-
world”34—and its meanings: 
It is a descriptive (phenomenological) methodology because it wants to be 
attentive to how things appear, it wants to let things speak for themselves; it is 
an interpretive (hermeneutic) methodology because it claims that there are no 
such things as uninterpreted phenomena.35 
However, personal experiences of the participants are not removed from the social and 
historical context: they are indivisible. Hermeneutical phenomenology situates the 
meaning of a human within the world, what Heidegger coined “Dasein”: meaning is 
related to social, cultural, and historical contexts. There is an “indissoluble unity” 
between an individual and the experience—the world;36 they constitute the experience, 
the world, and are constituted by it.37 
Similarly, the researcher—with their social, cultural, and historical baggage—is not 
removed from the context. Humans are sense-making animals. Giving accounts of 
experiences are ways in which we attempt to make sense of them. How one person 
accesses the experiences of another depends on what they are told: the researcher is 
trying to make sense of the participant trying to make sense of their experience. The 
reader is then an additional level of sense making. The researcher holds a dual role, both 
similar to and dissimilar to the participant: they are both human beings, making sense of 
the world through human resources; but the researcher is not the participant and thereby 
can only access the experience of the participant through their reporting of it, and then 
process it through their own lens. 
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5.1.3 Inductive thematic analysis 
Critical hermeneutic phenomenology has no set method; there is no one approach 
appropriate for all phenomena. Thematic analysis is a typical approach to interpreting a 
phenomenon and amalgamating meanings. Van Manen calls themes “structures of 
experience”: the experiential structures of which the experience is composed.38 They are 
a tool with which to achieve meaning and attempt to access the core of a notion, giving 
shape to the shapeless. 
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin break the analysis of interpretative phenomenological 
analysis up into three main parts: descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual.39 The 
descriptive appreciates the content as is, taking into consideration, for instance, events, 
objects, descriptions, assumptions, and figures of speech. The linguistic focuses on how 
the content and meaning are presented. The conceptual attempts to interpret and 
acknowledge the overarching meaning being conveyed. 
The content of the interviews therefore directed how my coding and themes developed. 
Taking into consideration the three main parts outlined above, I assigned preliminary 
codes to the transcribed interviews, then searched for patterns and themes in the codes 
across the different interviews. After reviewing the themes, I was then able to define 
and name them. 
5.1.4 Self-reflexivity 
The importance of self-reflexivity ties into the critical framework and hermeneutical 
phenomenology.40 While classical phenomenology insists on the researcher setting 
aside their assumptions, understandings, experiences, etc. through “bracketing” or the 
“epoché” by means of “phenomenological reduction,” hermeneutic phenomenology 
acknowledges and accepts their presence.41 
 
38 van Manen, Researching Lived Experience, 79. 
39 Jonathan A. Smith, Paul Flowers, and Michael Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method 
and Research (London, UK: Sage Publications Ltd, 2012). 
40 Gadamer’s version, at least: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Philosophical Hermeneutics, trans. David E. Linge (Los 
Angeles, USA: University of California Press, 2008). 
41 Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W. R. Boyce Gibson (London, UK: 
Allen and Unwin Humanities Press, 1969). 
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As previously discussed, it is difficult to extricate oneself, as the researcher, from the 
thoughts and feelings being conveyed in interviews. Observations and knowledge are 
theory- and value-laden: “There is no possibility of theory- or value-free knowledge. 
The days of naïve realism and naïve positivism are over. The criteria for evaluating 
research are now relative.”42 Such research is about understanding one’s self within the 
research, but also the way in which one is conducting the research within the wider 
public sphere: how the culture of “me” is positioned in my approach and how my 
approach is positioned within the perspectives and values of the participants, and the 
culture of society. Reflexivity refers to the researcher being aware of their own 
experience while interacting with other people within the research, including an analysis 
of ontological presumptions, or those concerning reality, and epistemological analysis, 
or those concerning knowledge.  
In the knowledge that I cannot be a complete tabula rasa, this self-reflexivity began 
with a brief outline of where I come from and my positioning within this research in the 
introduction. As will be discussed further below, I also kept a journal of my post-
interview thoughts. 
5.2 The Research Design 
This section is arranged to mirror the order in which I went about each part of the 
research as well as my own reflections and ethical considerations. 
5.2.1 Ethics approval  
As I would be conducting interviews with socially vulnerable members of the 
community—which I will discuss further below—I sent a Category A proposal to the 
university’s Human Ethics Committee for approval before starting my research in the 
field.  
Ethical considerations included making sure that participants felt safe, respected, and 
came to no harm, physically or emotionally. In order to achieve this, the information 
sheet and all forms were written using clear and plain language, and were available in 
English and Arabic. Participants signed a consent form outlining the research and how 
 
42 Denzin, “Critical Qualitative Inquiry,” 12. 
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information would be used and stored. Informed consent—through the forms and the 
welcoming of any questions—was thereby free and voluntary, and given before 
recordings of any kind were taken. The form also outlined that participants could 
withdraw from the process at any time and without any form of penalty. Participants 
were also given the freedom to withdraw permission for records of any kind to be used 
or stored, even after the records had been made. Confidentiality and anonymity were 
covered in the participant consent form, as well as who could view the evidence, under 
what conditions, how it would be stored and used, and who had access. In addition, the 
consent and information forms included a contact from the university if a participant 
was unhappy in any way with the research process. 
Interviews took place in a private room in a public building. Before the interview, I 
asked participants if they were comfortable and if they had any questions, as well as 
reiterating the main points outlined in the information sheet and consent form. During 
the interviews, I attempted to use genuineness and empathy. I kept a close watch on the 
emotional state of my participants; on the occasion that they became visibly upset, I 
offered to stop the interview. After the interviews, I made sure to thank the participants 
and ask them how they had found the interview. 
All evidence collected was anonymised, with the names being coded so that participant 
identities were hidden and protected, making them unidentifiable. All interview material 
was kept secure on a password-protected computer and in a locked office. 
My journal allowed me to reflect on how the interviews had gone, and gave me the 
space to gauge if there were any parts I could tweak to help ensure the comfort of my 
participants. It was also a space in which I could reflect on how I felt: some of the 
interviews were particularly emotional and the journal allowed me to consider my own 
well-being. This was, of course, also important for the well-being of the participants: 
where possible, I did not want to bring emotional residues from one interview into 
another. 
Use of the self—understanding my own position and its influence on the research—
played an important part: it allowed me to appreciate my own prejudices and biases, 
thereby enabling me to be alert to how these could affect how I interacted with the 
participants, as well as how they could affect how I interpreted the data. I was able to 
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reflect on my relationship with the participants and the phenomenon under 
investigation. 
Lastly, I recognised the ethics behind giving a voice to a disadvantaged, marginalised 
group of people. This aspect has been a major driver in my finishing this thesis and a 
main reason for using an approach that aims to place their voices at the forefront. 
5.6.1.2 Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee 
Due to the fact that I would be interviewing Māori, I also contacted the Ngāi Tahu 
Research Consultation Committee. It deemed the research of interest and importance, 
and strongly encouraged the collection of ethnicity data as a right to express self-
identity as well as the dissemination of the research findings to the university’s Office 
of Māori development. 
I did not make a specific effort to reach out to Māori. However, due to my media 
outreach, I was contacted by the Māori organisation Te Hou Ora Whanau Services, 
through which I was able to speak to Māori specifically. Using the demographic 
questionnaire, I was also able to gauge how many participants identified as Māori.  
5.6.2 Foodbank outreach 
First of all, in April 2018, foodbanks and food parcel operations within Dunedin/Ōtepoti 
were identified, as well as, where possible, the primary co-ordinator: they would be my 
“key informant,” a proxy for the organisation. The informants were contacted via e-
mail, through which I introduced myself and provided an overview of my research, 
including its aims and their potential role within it. I also attached a PDF version of the 
recruitment flyer (see appendix A) and poster, which was an enlarged version of the 
flyer. This was to grant them the space to decide whether they would be willing and 
able to be involved. 
If they agreed to take part, I arranged to meet them for an informal discussion at their 
organisation. The main aims of this were for them to meet me in person, to clarify any 
points that were unclear for them and ascertain how the research approach would best fit 
within their work. As they would act as “gatekeepers” for my participants, not only as 




All the foodbanks I approached were keen to take part in the research. I made efforts to 
contact my key informants after leaving the leaflets to find out how they were being 
received, but, overall, I delegated this responsibility to them. Notably, I procured the 
majority of my participants through my key informant at Catholic Social Services 
(CSS), who made a concerted effort to recruit people and enabled me to use the CSS 
space for the interviews.  
5.6.2.2 Key informant interviews 
I undertook all of the key informant interviews in April 2018 at their respective 
organisations (although, the informant had the option to hold it elsewhere). Basing the 
interviews within the organisation helped ensure a more relaxed setting, being a familiar 
place for the informant and meaning that they did not have to travel, and also allowed 
me to have a tour of the facilities after the interview. 
I interviewed key informants from: 
- Society of St. Vincent de Paul Dunedin 
- Mosgiel foodbank 
- Catholic Social Services 
- Presbyterian Support Otago 
- Salvation Army Dunedin 
- Otago University Students’ Association foodbank 
- Kai Share 
I additionally visited and talked informally to representatives at: 
- Te Hou Ora Whānau Services 
- Pacific Trust Otago 
An information sheet was e-mailed ahead of time for them to read (see appendix B), 
which I went over when we met in person. Before the interview began, they signed a 
consent form (see appendix C) and I asked them if they had any questions or concerns 
before we began. 
The audiotaped interview was structured, although I took notes throughout for 
additional questioning. It was split into two parts: the first part involved questions 
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concerning their role within the organisation and of the food parcel operation; the 
second part looked at their understanding of a number of key concepts (see appendix 
D). The aim was to gain an overall picture of how the food parcel operation functioned 
and its ethos and values. Of course, despite being a “key informant,” what they shared 
were their personal opinions and perspectives, especially in regard to the concepts listed 
in the second part. Therefore, they were also asked whether they would prefer to have 
the organisation named or not. 
After the interview, policy documents and any forms used for obtaining a food parcel 
were requested. I then left them with recruitment materials to be given to food parcel 
recipients. This approach ensured that the target audience was reached. As I had spent 
time with the key informants, explaining and discussing the project, there was also the 
anticipation that they would be able to relay this information on to the food parcel 
recipients directly or to those giving out the food parcels for them to relay; this 
additional personal explanation would potentially boost the legitimacy of the project in 
the minds of those accepting the flyers. 
These interviews assisted in providing a better understanding as to the wider context. 
Through them, I was also very aware of my value lens. A few of the organisations took 
what I would label as a neoliberal stance, for example, in regard to victim-blaming and 
individualisation. While two organisations in particular took a far more radical stance 
against the neoliberal agenda specifically. It was difficult to remain passive on both 
counts, bringing to the fore how value-laden the issue is and the relational dynamics of 
interviews, i.e., my stronger affinity to the latter stance. However, the structured set-up 
of the interviews and the interviewees themselves as voice pieces of their organisations 
made it easier to maintain a space of neutrality, unlike in the case of the food parcel 
recipient interviews in which I felt required to empathise, as will be discussed further 
below. 
5.6.3 Foodbank user sampling and recruitment 
The sample was selected purposefully:43 the primary inclusion criteria was that the 
participant had visited and utilised a foodbank or obtained a food parcel. They then had 
 
43 Sharan B. Merriam and Elizabeth J. Tisdell. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation, 4th ed. 
(San Francisco, USA: Jossey-Bass, 2009). 
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to be willing to share their experiences within an interview. I did not use any other 
parameters in order for my sample to “represent” an experience rather than a 
population.44 Food parcel recipients represent a range of people; they do not come from 
a particular background, culture, race, gender, etc.45 Therefore, sampling did not involve 
collating a homogenous sample. 
In addition, in light of the marginalisation and discrimination of those who obtain food 
parcels, and their subsequent silencing, I felt it was important to interview a large 
number of people; in line with Bourdieu, I wanted to include a wide array of voices and 
experiences.46  
However, interviewing a large sample clearly had its downfalls, an obvious one being 
that I had a large amount of data to collate. I also wanted to use all the experiences 
shared, which spread out my analytical attention. 
In addition, there was the issue of transcription, which led me to obtaining outside 
assistance. I did not transcribe as they took place due to their back-to-back nature. I 
appreciate that this would have been beneficial in allowing me to consider each 
interview more fully before moving onto the next thereby enabling me to develop my 
approach further. However, I did reflect on the interviews as a whole in my reflexive 
journal. 
Because of my phenomenological hermeneutic stance, it was also not about reaching a 
point of “saturation”: each participant shared their own lived experience, in spite of 
themes being deemed repetitive or not.  I therefore took a sampling stance, labelled by 
Mason as illustrative or evocative:47 I was not aiming to insist upon the 
representativeness of my sample, the generalisability of my findings, or the universality 
of the story-telling strategies I presented. However, a major setback was that I was 
unsure when to stop and I felt a “duty” to obtain as many as possible, although the 
number was ultimately somewhat overwhelming. 
 
44 Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research. 
45 Although, of course, when one generalises, it is clear that certain groups are overrepresented. 
46 Pierre Bourdieu and Alain Accardo, The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society, trans. 
Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson (Stanford, USA: Stanford University Press, 1999). 
47 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, USA: Sage, 2002). 
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As previously specified, the recruitment materials took two main forms: a flyer and a 
poster (see appendix A).48 These methods of sample selection were considered most 
appropriate because both the flyer and the poster allowed for direct, tangible contact, 
and, by providing the recipient the space to read the information in their own time, my 
intention was to show respect.49 It was also easier for me on  practical level: I did not 
have to be physically present. However, I appreciate that this could have been 
advantageous in regard to explaining the project and creating a more intimate 
connection from the start. The flyer and poster were available in three languages: 
English, te reo Māori, and Arabic. The content was particularly important as the 
sampling relied primarily on these materials; these were the cornerstones of the 
sampling approach. In line with Campbell,50 the following values were adhered to: 
- Normalisation: being a food parcel recipient is associated with stigma and 
shame; therefore, in order to make potential participants feel less isolated, the 
fact that so many Aotearoa New Zealanders—and from diverse backgrounds—
are hungry was highlighted. 
“Every year, more than 150,000 food parcels are distributed to New 
Zealanders from all walks of life” 
- Connection: it was also important to connect to the diverse range of recipients. 
“You could be an occasional or regular user; in work or currently out of 
work; New Zealand born or an immigrant: your story counts” 
- Support: the fact that their stories would be treated with confidentiality was 
mentioned. 
“Your participation will be completely confidential” 
- Help: the personal benefits were alluded to. 
“This project is part of a PhD study that wants to work with foodbank 
users to bring attention to their experiences” 
 
48 Foodbanks do not provide areas in which users gather. Therefore, oral presentations were not possible, although 
such an approach would have been more active. 
49 Rebecca Campbell et al., “Doing Community Research without a Community: Creating Safe Space for Rape 
Survivors,” American Journal of Community Psychology 33, no. 3 (2004), 
https://doi.org/10.1023/b:ajcp.0000027010.74708.38. 
50 Campbell et al., “Doing Community Research without a Community: Creating Safe Space for Rape Survivors.” 
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- Respect: their time and effort would be rewarded. 
“For your time and effort, you’ll receive $20 cash” 
In order to assist with widening the enrolment net, a third recruitment strategy was used: 
snowball recruitment.51 When a participant was interviewed, they would be asked if 
they knew of anyone else who would be appropriate for the research. This was 
particularly important in regard to reaching those otherwise difficult to access, e.g., 
those of different ethnic groups, thereby assisting in sidestepping Dunedin’s lack of 
ethnic diversity.I found this approach particularly successful in regard to recruiting 
Syrian participants.  
The last method of recruitment took the form of the media and involved an article in the 
local newspaper—Otago Daily Times52—and a slot on Otago Access Radio. 
As part of the initial interview questioning, I would ask participants how they had heard 
about the study. From this, I gauged that I had managed to recruit one participant 
through the newspaper article, as well as being contacted by Te Hou Ora Whānau 
Services due to the radio segment. However, the far majority were recruited through the 
flyers.  
5.6.3.1 Participant ethnicity 
I recognise that participants should reflect the ethnic diversity of one’s culture and 
conditions; lacking this would have significant ethical and research consequences, 
including the ability to generalise the results. In order for findings to be meaningful, the 
inclusion of diverse populations is paramount. 
However, through my research, I did not aim to differentiate between groups and 
produce an ethnographic study, but rather analyse the experiences in regard to the 
(in)dignity of hunger and food charity. At the same time, differences due to ethnicity 
did reveal themselves, and I made an effort to bring these to the fore: to portray my 
participants as a homogenous group was not my aim either. 
 
51 The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, vol. 2 (Los Angeles, USA: SAGE Publications, 2008). 




As previously stated, in regard to the inclusion of different ethnicities, I did not actively 
seek them out: I found that different ethnicities were included organically. In the case of 
Syrians, I was able to obtain new participants through snowball sampling and the use of 
a self-appointed gatekeeper within the Syrian community. In terms of Māori 
participants, despite being a minority in Ōtepoti-Dunedin, they are overrepresented in 
foodbank statistics, and I was able to recruit Māori primarily through the flyers. 
5.6.4 Food parcel recipient interview outline 
5.6.4.1 One-to-one interviews  
One-to-one interviews were chosen for three main reasons. Firstly, they allow for a 
detailed report of an individual’s thoughts, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, and values to a 
particular phenomenon. More intimate than a group setting, the participant has the space 
to think, speak, and be heard; richer details can thereby be elicited. {Claassen, 2014 
#2008} 
Secondly, they are regarded as less intimidating by most than a group. As highlighted 
by Gaskell: certain people may not attend a group session, e.g., ethnic minorities, single 
mothers.53 Which ties into the third point, certain people may not appreciate discussing 
topics deemed sensitive, e.g., connected to poverty, blame, and shame, in front of 
others. 
Lastly, I felt it would be easier for a rapport to be built between the participants and 
myself; that there would be more space for a relationship to form. A two-way dialogue 
also made it easier for me to modify questions in response to the participant and to 
focus on areas of interest as they arose. 
However, when a different set-up was asked for, exceptions were made. The Syrians I 
interviewed preferred to come in pairs (usually the partner). There were two further 
instances in which participants wanted to attend together. I also conducted a group 
interview of three: this was purposefully set-up by Te Hou Ora Whānau Services. 
 
53 George Gaskell, “Individual and Group Interviewing,” in Qualitative Researching with Text, Image and Sound: A 




Group interviews were more challenging as I found that I had the additional role of 
ensuring that everyone spoke: as I had anticipated, there was usually one person who 
was more dominant,54 which led to their opinion influencing the other(s) present. I have 
therefore had to make a concerted efforted to ensure that everyone present spoke. I also 
preferred the power dynamics of one-to-one interviews and the ability to create a 
rapport more easily. At the same, I felt that, having a peer present, enabled participants 
to potentially relax to a further degree, and I wanted to respect people’s preferences.  
5.6.4.2 Interview preparation 
Prior to each interview, a Health and Safety Plan was submitted to administration at the 
Centre for Sustainability. All the interviews were conducted between April and June 
2018. This is autumn, entering the start of winter, in A/NZ. These months were not 
purposefully chosen: it was simply due to how the research developed. However, I 
would argue that, to conduct the interviews during this period as opposed to, for 
example, the winter period—which would have included Christmas—provided me with 
a more “neutral” timespan.  
I communicated with participants using a specially created email address and a 
borrowed SIM from my university department. In regard to the email address, my own 
personal email address is particularly long on account of my name, and I wanted an 
address that was shorter and more memorable. 
Before the interview began, participants were provided with an information sheet (see 
appendix E), which was available in English and Arabic, and given time to read it. By 
presenting them with it on the day, I wanted to give them the opportunity to ask 
questions as they arose. If they wanted to continue with the interview, they were then 
asked to sign a consent form (see appendix F for the English version), which was also 
available in English and Arabic.  
I was only aware of the possibility that they could not read when one participant 
towards the end of the interviews stated that they could not. I found this was a hard 
topic to broach directly but had managed to ask if they were “okay reading it.” In 
 
54 Janet Smithson, “Using and Analysing Focus Groups: Limitations and Possibilities,” International Journal of 
Social Research Methodology 3, no. 2 (2000), https://doi.org/10.1080/136455700405172. 
220 
 
retrospect, my magnanimous attempts to give them space to read the information sheet 
were ill-founded: I should have taken a more hands-on approach and led them through 
the process to save embarrassment. This perhaps spoke to my own feelings of shame 
around education and illiteracy in that it was a shameful subject to broach.  
5.6.4.3 Money reimbursement 
Money reimbursement was given at the start of the interview, after which I asked them 
to sign a form (available in English and Arabic) confirming that they had received this 
money (see appendix G for the English version). As an interviewer, I felt most 
comfortable giving the money at the start of the interview. I decided to present the 
money before as opposed to after the interview because I did not want this to be on their 
mind during the interview; I did not want them to be anxious that I had forgotten or that 
I was no longer going to supply it. It was also to instil the sense that I valued their 
experiences before they had even shared their story. Only on a few occasions was it 
immediately pocketed; most of the time the money would sit on the table between us. In 
my view, I took it to potentially mean either that they did not want to appear too in need 
of the money or greedy to take it, or that they felt they had to earn it first by taking part 
in the interview.  
A money reimbursement of $20 was decided upon because I anticipated that the 
interviews would be at least an hour long and, in line with the wage payment model,55 I 
based the figure on the living wage (which, at that time, was $20.20). It is felt that this 
approach greatly reduces the potential for undue inducement, allows for standardisation 
across studies, and adheres to the principle of justice by compensating similar 
individuals by similar amounts.56 My main reason for the reimbursement was to 
compensate them for their time and contribution. Money also increases the willingness 
to participate.57 In this respect, there was the risk of a skewed sample: only attracting 
 
55 Neal Dickert and Christine Grady, “What's the Price of a Research Subject? Approaches to Payment for Research 
Participation,” New England Journal of Medicine 341, no. 3 (1999), 
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199907153410312. 
56 Christine Grady, “Payment of Clinical Research Subjects,” The Journal of Clinical Investigation 115, no. 7 (2005), 
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI25694. 
57 Eleanor Singer and Mick P. Couper, “Do Incentives Exert Undue Influence on Survey Participation? Experimental 
Evidence,” Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics 3, no. 3 (2008), 
https://doi.org/10.1525/jer.2008.3.3.49; T. L. Zutlevics, “Could Providing Financial Incentives to Research 




those on a lower income. Yet, those obtaining a food parcel are not doing so because 
they enjoy the lucky dip approach of obtaining a meal: they usually are on a lower 
income. In light of this, admittedly, my reasoning was also tied into assisting them in a 
small, monetary way; a Robin Hood mentality—especially, considering my take on 
neoliberal ideology, as I appreciate the hypocrisy of having placed a monetary value on 
the interviews. The provision of money as opposed to a gift card was also important: it 
was a symbol of respect—they could decide how they used the money as opposed to it 
being pre-assigned to, for example, a supermarket. 
No-one refused the compensation offered, which I took as a signal that it was agreeably 
received. At the start of each interview, I would always ask my participants why they 
had decided to take part in the interview. Ten participants stated that it was primarily or 
partly for the compensation (figure 2). 
 
“20 dollars.” [Ian (42/m/P)] 
“It’s 20 dollars.” [Mike (57/m/P)] 
“I’ve been to a few food banks, and, obviously, the free 20 dollars.” [Barry (41/m/P)] 
“Basically, because I got told about it and I got told that you could get 20 dollars, to be 
honest! That’s the truth! And I’m out of money now so, yay! I’ll do it, sweet.” [Natalie 
(46/f/P)] 
“For the money.” [Tony (62/m/M)] 
“I’m a bit short on money at the moment.” [Deborah (58/f/P)] 
“Twenty bucks and I do do quite a bit of studies at the university: I find them quite fun and 
interesting and stuff.” [Liz (33/f/P)] 
 Interviewer: Why are you participating in the research today? 
 Helen (53/f/P): Do you want me to be honest?  
 Interviewer:  Definitely honest. 
 Helen:  I thought, “Oh, the 20 dollars would come in handy; we’ve got a 
   few bills next week,” y’know? 
 Rawiri (49/m/M):   It’s all about the money.  
 Interviewer:    That’s fair enough. 
 Rawiri:        I wasn’t gonna do anything else but sit at home and look at the 
       gigglebox [TV]. That’s how I look at it: that’s $20 in my pocket 
       that I don’t have. 
 Interviewer: We'll start by why you decided to take part today 
 Tane (45/m/M): That baby right there.  
 Interviewer: Let the record show he's pointing to the 20 dollars. 
Figure 2: Monetary reasons for taking part in the research. 
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Only a couple of the participants exhibited a certain amount of embarrassment at this 
confession; the majority expressed it in a way that it was given that this would be the 
primary reason. There was only one interview in which I felt essentially duped, which I 
recorded in my reflexive journal: 
It was clear that he was there solely for the $20. He seemed to pride himself on 
the fact that he’d somehow fucked me over. I did feel cheated in some way. […] 
How he was in regard to his research participation also reflected his apparent 
attitude to using food banks: they offer free food so why not use them? He had 
no qualms about essentially taking advantage of what was offered. 
5.6.4.4 Interview space 
In line with Hutchinson, providing a safe space in which openness could be possible 
was important;58 conditions should instil trust.59 Likewise, the “[c]hoice of research 
settings plays a significant role in how a researcher feels positioned in a space and how 
[they engage] with research participants.”60 One practical way in which this could be 
assured was by giving participants the opportunity to decide on this setting.61 
In line with this, I had initially considered visiting them in their homes, but I decided 
that I would not feel comfortable in a stranger’s home: the feeling of safety should work 
both ways.62 Instead, I opted for offering a community space closest to the area in which 
they were based. I decided on community-run establishments for cost and because they 
fit within the ethos of the research. I then left it up to the participants to decide on a day 
and time. However, as Summers points out, while disadvantaged participants are often 
interviewed in public spaces, ensuring that they do not have to be the “host,” 
advantaged participants are usually interviewed in their offices, positioning them in the 
host role:63 
 
58 Sally A. Hutchinson, Margaret E. Wilson, and Holly Skodol Wilson, “Benefits of Participating in Research 
Interviews,” Journal of Nursing Scholarship 26, no. 2 (1994). 
59 lisahunter, Emerald E., and Martin G., Participatory Activist Research in the Globalised World: Social Change 
Throught the Cultural Profession, vol. 26, Explorations of Educational Purpose, (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer, 
2013). 
60 Katherine Gregory, “Lessons of a Failed Study: Lone Research, Media Analysis, and the Limitations of 
Bracketing,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods, (2019), https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919842450. 
61 Campbell et al., “Doing Community Research without a Community: Creating Safe Space for Rape Survivors.” 
62 Heather McCosker, Alan Barnard, and Rod Gerber, “Undertaking Sensitive Research: Issues and Strategies for 
Meeting the Safety Needs of All Participants,” Forum: Qualitative Social Research 2, no. 1 (2001), 
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-2.1.983. 
63 Kate Summers, “For the Greater Good? Ethical Reflections on Interviewing the ‘Rich’ and ‘Poor’ in Qualitative 
Research,” International Journal of Social Research Methodology 23, no. 5 (2020), 7.  
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 These choices about location can be understood as affirming the social roles of 
 relative advantage and disadvantage that participants held outside of the research 
 context: disadvantaged participants are being hosted and are thus ceding control, 
 the reverse was true for advantaged participants.64 
This is exactly the dynamic I had achieved: I had interviewed those running the food 
parcel operations in their place of work and food parcel recipients in public spaces. As 
previously stated, my reasoning for the former had been practical: I had wanted to tour 
the foodbank as well as undertake the interview. However, I can appreciate that there 
would have been a hosted element in my undertaking the interview in their space. 
In retrospect, I had wanted to act as the host to my participants, offering them 
refreshments. I had not taken into consideration that this would inadvertently create a 
power dynamic. Quite the opposite: I wanted to be seen as essentially serving them and 
seeing to their needs. 
5.6.4.5 Use of an interpreter and cross-cultural research 
The majority of my Syrian participants did not speak English and I hired an independent 
interpreter for these interviews. I advertised the role online and had one response: 
Naaz.65 Research indicates that the cultural of the interviewee and interpreter should be 
the same:66 Naaz was from Iraq, not Syria. However, when we discussed the cultural 
difference, she felt comfortable. There was also the fact that she was a woman. 
However, there was only one interview in which a Syrian male was interviewed alone. 
Notably, he was comparably young: in his twenties. The remaining interviews were 
either heterosexual married couples, i.e., the male was accompanied by a woman, or 
groups of women. 
I undertook an induction process in order for Naaz understand her role. This included a 
discussion of the research topic and aims, the importance of confidentiality, and 
interview arrangements.  
During the interviews, I would ask the question in English, and Naaz would translate it 
into Arabic, and then relay the information back to me in English in convenient 
 
64 Summers, “For the Greater Good? Ethical Reflections on Interviewing the ‘Rich’ and ‘Poor’ in Qualitative 
Research,” 597. 
65 This is a pseudonym. 
66 Anne O. Freed, “Interviewing through an interpreter,” Social Work 33 no. 4 (1988). 
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segments. We sat in a triangular formation to allow for non-verbal and verbal 
communication between all involved. Eye contact has been pinpointed as particularly 
important and prevents the formation of a “psychosocial coalition” between the 
interpreter and interviewee(s).67 In line with this, I would direct my questions at both 
the interviewee(s) and Naaz, and Naaz would interpret in the first person as opposed to 
third.68 
At the end of the interviews, we would also have a debrief, covering how we had found 
the interview and discussing any issues that had arisen. Two issues in particular stood 
out from such post-interview debriefs. One concerned how active/passive Naaz was 
during the interview. I noted how on occasion she would share her own experiences 
with the interviewees in an attempt to empathise. The interviews could be emotionally 
fraught, and I did understand why she felt it necessary at times. One example was the 
particularly emotional interview of Hala (42/f/SYR) and Mahdi (42/m/SYR). When I 
had the interview translated, I discovered exactly what Naaz had said during the 
interview: 
 I understand what you’re feeling. I live overseas from home [Iraq], but I still 
 feel for my family and the people of my country. It would be impossible for me 
 to not be aware and feel for the people. This is why I pray and why I wear a 
 headscarf. 
My main concern was that she swayed their opinion through her additional input. Yet, 
she was understandably trying to comfort Hala who, at this point in the interview, had 
started to weep. It brought to the fore how the questions and research as a whole were 
not value-free, and the intricate part Naaz played in the interview process with her own 
value biases. She was therefore on par with me in the interview setting. 
I was also concerned as to whether she was translating or summarising and thereby 
modifying the responses, especially in light of the fact that English was Naaz’s second 
language. On both counts, when I got the interviews translated, I used independent 
translators to translate both her part and that of the interviewees. This allowed me to 
fully ascertain how much she had shared. Naaz was educated in English, but she was 
not a professional interpreter, which would have been a factor in how she interacted in 
 
67 H. P. Phillips, “Problems of translation and meaning in field work,” Human Organisation 18, no. 4 (1959). 
68 Freed, “Interviewing through an interpreter.” 
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the in the interviews. At the same time, I trusted her approach on a cultural level, as well 
as her role as a participant of the interviews. 
Following on from this, I found that I struggled having to relinquish control over the 
interviews, as I discuss in a journal entry: 
The interpreting side is more frustrating for me. I feel a lack of control, 
especially in regard to what Naaz is saying and the tone she uses in regard to 
certain subjects; I’m concerned that she’s putting it in a way that’s different to 
how I would have framed it. After the interview, I wanted to make sure that we 
have the same understanding in regard to the concepts listed. I find myself 
getting frustrated and annoyed in the interview when she seems to question what 
I’m asking. 
I found that I had to put trust into her abilities, and this brought to the fore the 
importance of the post-interview debriefs.69 
The last issue that arose was the direct translation of certain terms. This was an issue 
that was discussed early on, especially regarding the list of concepts. Due to cultural 
differences, it was difficult for some words to be directly translated and I had to rely on 
Naaz’s ability to ensure that the participants understood what I was trying to convey 
based on our discussions.  
It was advantageous that Naaz was available for all the interviews because through this 
she was able to appreciate what my research was about to a greater extent, especially as 
she was not trained in this field, and we were able to build more of a synergy 
5.6.4.6 Unstructured format 
I started each interview by asking them why they had decided to take part, firstly 
because I wanted to begin with a more relaxed question, and secondly because I was 
interested in their motivation, e.g., financial incentive, to make a change, etc. 
Participants were then prompted to share their experiences with the statement, “I’m 
interested in people’s experiences using foodbanks. Please tell me about your own 
experiences from just before you began using foodbanks until today.” I wanted to start 
 
69 Craig D. Murray and Joanne Wynne, “Researching Community, Work and Family with an 




with an open statement that would allow for descriptive accounts. Follow-up questions 
then allowed for an analytical understanding. Unlike the key informant interviews, the 
participant interviews were composed of an unstructured component followed by a 
structured component. Participants were informed of this before the interview began 
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin characterise the interview as “a conversation with a 
purpose”—albeit a somewhat artificial conversation.70 The unstructured interview 
approach aids this illusion. In an unstructured interview, both the researcher and the 
participant are active participants, but the interview is participant-led: although I still 
asked the questions—and was in control of creating the conditions—I did not have a set 
list for this part of the interview. In this sense, it recognises the participant as the 
experiential expert. In line with the phenomenological stance, it allowed for open 
dialogue, enabling questioning that focused on the experience of the participant and 
aiding authenticity.71 
An unstructured interview, when compared to one in which the questions are pre-
determined, “ostensibly allows for the data collection to be constructed between the 
interviewer and interviewee.”72 Swain, Heyman, and Gillman describe such interviews 
as the process of becoming “involved in people’s lives,” and so, in this respect, “[t]he 
lived experiences of participants cannot be divorced from the responsibilities of 
researchers or from researcher/interviewee relationships.”73 Such an approach is also 
deemed best suited to investigating sensitive topics.74 It also allowed me to separate 
myself from the “interrogative” feel of questioning undertaken by formal agencies. 
The unstructured interview allowed the participant to provide a detailed first-person 
account of their experiences; they had the opportunity to share their stories, reflect, and 
expand on ideas, and at length if they wanted to; it gave space for both engagement and 
reflection. It also gave leeway for unexpected turns and for topics to arise that were 
 
70 Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research, 57. 
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72 John Swain, Bob Heyman, and Maureen Gillman, “Public Research, Private Concerns: Ethical Issues in the Use of 
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73 Swain, Heyman, and Gillman, “Public Research, Private Concerns: Ethical Issues in the Use of Open-Ended 
Interviews with People Who Have Learning Difficulties,” 34. 
74 Gillian Elam and Kevin A. Fenton, “Researching Sensitive Issues and Ethnicity: Lessons from Sexual Health,” 
Ethnicity and Health 8, no. 1 (2003). 
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important for the participant: the additional “parts of life.” As the questions were 
generated through listening to what the participant had to say, it was easier to enter the 
participant’s world. It additionally allowed me, as the researcher, to engage more fully 
with the participant through more “natural” open questioning and the use of empathy.  
When interviewing on a sensitive topic, developing rapport with participants is 
particularly important.75 Booth and Booth advocate a two-way process, possible through 
the unstructured interview.76 I was aware that an actual conversation, e.g., in which I 
proffered my own views, experiences, etc., would not be appropriate. But I wanted to 
instil a vibe of mutual exchange, to build that trust, without it feeling coercive. In order 
to achieve this, I used appropriate self-disclosure as well as sensitive, open 
questioning.77 
My input was minimal, and I only prompted where necessary, for example, if they 
struggled to think of how to answer a question. I was also generous with silences: I not 
only wanted to give them time to finish what they had to say, but the space to ruminate 
on their comments and disclose anything further before moving on. 
As well as not having any set questions for the unstructured section of the interview, I 
did not have a schedule, instead making notes as they spoke of topics that I wanted them 
to talk further about or clarify. I would ask about these when there was a lull in the 
conversation, and made a conscious effort to keep my clipboard down so that they could 
see what I was writing in case this was of concern. However, I did tend to focus on: 
- the what, where, when, how of their food parcel experiences 
- how they perceived the service provided 
- issues around access 
- how well their needs were met 
- challenges they faced or felt others may face in accessing food charity 
 
75 Pranee Liamputtong, Researching the Vulnerable: A Guide to Sensitive Research Methods (London, UK: Sage 
Publications, 2007). 
76 Tim Booth and Wendy Booth, “The Use of Depth Interviewing with Vulnerable Subjects: Lessons from a Research 
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To end this section, everyone was asked what they wanted others to be aware of about 
their experiences using foodbanks, specifically foodbank operators, the public, and the 
government. The aim was to bring to the fore areas that participants wanted to see 
transformed.      
Due to the unstructured nature of the interviews, they generally lasted between 30 
minutes and an hour. The interview came to a close when the participant appeared to 
have nothing more to say – which I would double-check by asking if they had anything 
to add – and when I felt that all different areas I noted down had been covered. 
The more conversational style made it difficult for the interviews not to descend into 
more of an actual conversation in which I also expressed my opinion. Although I wasa 
able to avoid this, I felt unable to maintain complete neutrality when the experience 
shared was emotionally fraught, instead engaging in empathetic neutrality, a “middle 
ground between becoming too involved, which can cloud judgment, and remaining too 
distant, which can reduce understanding.”78 Admittedly, most of the interviews were 
emotional, and on two occasions the participants became visibly upset. As I put in my 
reflexive journal, 
 I find it hard not to openly empathise with participants. Maybe that would make 
 it more of a human interaction, but, again, I don’t want to influence them. I try 
 and keep neutral although, of course, by simply saying “yes” you could be seen 
 as agreeing. One cannot escape the fact that it is a human conversation of sorts. 
I was also concerned at how the unstructured interview approach was being received by 
the participants, especially that, instead of allowing people to open up, it could be 
having the opposite impact. As I wrote in my journal, 
I was a bit concerned again that my approach to interview is not achieving the 
results I want. I interviewed a woman yesterday who seemed very eager at the 
start to share her opinions and experiences with me, but during the interview she 
appeared to be stunted and provided me with short answers. She also seemed 
confused at the end of the interview, pointing out that we hadn’t talked much about 
foodbanks in the end. I explained that that was how they tended to go, but it made 
me concerned that perhaps I needed to ask more questions. 
 
78 Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 50. 
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I speculated on whether the inability of participants to talk was connected to the fact that 
they had not been given the opportunity in the past: 
I’m wondering if people are really being able to share what they want to with the 
unstructured interviewing. I’m not sure if they’re entirely sure what they want to 
say. I do get the sense that maybe they need structure. But I do try and assist by 
asking questions focused on what they’re saying in the mind-set that they brought 
these topics up and so presumably want to discuss them. 
Or whether they did not possess the ability to articulate their experiences: 
 I think that people want to express themselves but can’t speaks volumes. 
 Sometimes, it seems like they know something isn’t right, they just don’t know 
 how to express it. For sure they’ve never been asked. 
On the other hand, I could also see the benefits of this unstructured approach: 
I interviewed a group of three Māori and, at the end, they commented on how 
interesting the discussions had been and how interesting it had been to start from 
foodbanks and end up talking about a range of factors, because they are all 
connected. 
I got a phone call today from a woman from CSS. She said that people had been 
asking how the interviews were set-up. When I told her that the format was 
completely open, she exclaimed that her clients would be pleased. I’m thinking 
now that the open-ended format is ideal because people who use foodbanks or 
WINZ tend to express a hatred towards having to answer a list of questions each 
time they go in. 
However, the latter entry also brought up the ethical concerns of such an approach, as 
discussed by Summers: because those I interviewed are accustomed to disclosing certain 
aspects of their private lives, and particularly their financial lives, due to government 
agencies, it is “at least ethically ambiguous that the researcher is piggybacking on low-
income participants having aspects of their private lives disclosed in the course of 
interacting with government administrative systems, whereby this also makes them more 
open research participants.”79 
 




5.6.4.7 Structured format 
The second part of the interview was structured (see appendix H): participants were 
asked how they understood the list of concepts also used for the food parcel operation 
representatives. I regarded the concepts as a way of both allowing them to expand on 
ideas they may have already discussed and to consider different ideas that may have 
been overlooked. They were told that there were no “right” or “wrong” answers: I was 
simply interested in their own opinions. 
I had not initially planned to ask participants about what they understood by the 
concepts. However, I thought that it would act as a prompt for possible issues they had 
overlooked yet were still relevant to their lives, and enable participants to think about 
the “bigger picture.” As Summers explains when comparing interviews had between 
poorer and richer participants, this tends to be overlooked: “The advantaged participants 
were invited to comment on the structure of society, and were therefore positioned as 
having some sort of insight or expertise in this respect. [...] The disadvantaged 
participants, on the other hand, were asked only to consider their own experience within 
said structure.”80 
In a similar vein, I would also ask them what they would want the public, foodbanks 
and the state to be aware of in regard to their experiences. And, in later interviews, I 
also added what they felt would be required to rid society of foodbanks. 
5.6.4.8 Post-interview 
The interview process was closed by thanking the participant for their time and effort, 
and asking how they had found the interview. After the interview, they were requested 
to complete a post-questionnaire sheet with quantitative questions asking for 
demographic information (see appendix I). As this information was personal, it was felt 
that asking for it after the actual interview was more preferable as a level of trust would 
hopefully have been established by this point. Obtaining this information was in line 
with the requests of the Ngāi Tahu Research Consultation Committee. It also provided a 
sense of the participants’ socio-economic backgrounds, thereby supplying another layer 
to their experiences. 
 




I found that forms were not always fully completed or completed incorrectly because I 
would give it to them to complete as opposed to asking them the questions and filling in 
the answers myself. My reasoning behind giving them the form as opposed to my 
reading it out and taking down their information was that they had the freedom to 
decide what they wanted to provide as opposed to it having to be declared. However, as 
previously discussed, this approach failed to take into consideration that they may have 
difficulty reading or understanding the content. 
I routinely kept a reflexive journal after each interview. This helped to ensure self-
reflexivity both in regard to how the interviews had gone and in regard to the project as a 
whole. It could then be used within the analysis process. Journaling also acted as a way 
for me to tap into how the sensitive topics raised had affected me.81 It also enabled me to 
monitor subjectivity throughout the research process, especially because such subjectivity 
can be magnified when researching alone:82 “the lone researcher’s field notes or interview 
transcripts are only as insightful as the researcher.”83 
5.6.4.9 Methodological rigor 
Within this research, I recognise that I not only collected the data, but filtered its 
meaning. In this respect, the notion of repeatability is somewhat nullified. However, it 
was still possible to ensure methodological rigour in a number of key ways: 
- outlining the theoretical perspective 
- justifying the use of the methodological approach 
- laying out how the data was collected 
- ensuring accurate interview transcription (where I did not personally transcribe, 
I was sure to double-check with the audio) 
- keeping a reflexive journal 
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5.6.5  My researcher identity  
Despite efforts to prepare myself for the interview process, including recognition of my 
deep-seated values, I found discomfort in four main ways. Firstly, I was conscious of 
myself as an academic and an “educated” person. This made me more aware of how I 
talked to and approached my participants. Holding the interviews in community spaces, 
sharing kai and a hot drink, and the conversational style of the interviews assisted in 
mitigating my sense of a power dynamic brought about by this awareness. However, I 
found myself shrouded in a sense of guilt, and the process made me mindful of the fact 
that it is not enough to simply be aware that power dynamics exist in order to avert them. 
For all the ethical preparations, in the interviews, my role as “the interviewer” and theirs 
as “the interviewees” was simply inescapable. I only held four of the interviews on 
campus; two of these were students. The other two agreed to meet within this academic 
space, but, for me, it intensified my academic persona. This experience brought to the 
fore the importance and potency of the social relationships established within the 
interviews. 
As Lefkowich writes, 
Self-indulgent, guilt-ridden, or savior-like writing may be used to sluff off 
privilege by soliciting sympathy from readers. [...] To meaningfully grapple with 
identity and power in reflexive writing, scholars must be able to sit with and be 
accountable for their privilege and the discomfort that accompanies naming 
unearned advantages.84 
I found the discomfort difficult, no matter what attempts I took to assuage it, potentially 
more for my sake than that of my participants. 
Secondly, I found discomfort when I felt a power imbalance in the opposite direction due 
to my gender. There were two counts in which I felt uncomfortably aware of myself as a 
cis white woman. Rifat (36/m/SYR) had taken it upon himself to recruit other Syrians for 
me. However, once it became clear that he was interested in me romantically and I 
declined his advances, the recruiting stopped. I brought the issue up with my interpreter, 
Naaz, which I discussed in a journal entry: 
 
84 Maya Lefkowich, “When Women Study Men: Gendered Implications for Qualitative Research,” International 
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I told Naaz about Rifat’s advances when I found out by chance that he’s 
married. She was shocked and agreed that I should cut ties with him. I have 
another two families lined up. I don’t want to “owe” him. I don’t think that 
jeopardises my research. And if it does, so be it. I feel unsafe. Naaz was 
flabbergasted that I’d told him where my office is! I mean, this is my office I’m 
talking about, not my home. 
Andy (60/m/P) had also made advances during his interview: 
At the end he asked me out for a cup of tea, which I declined. I told him that I 
wouldn’t meet him again for a drink of any sort; that we were meeting up in an 
interview capacity and that was all. 
He also asked for a hug at the end of the session, which had made me feel uncomfortable, 
especially as his discussion had been very sexualised. As I wrote in my journal, 
I didn’t feel comfortable in the interview today. I left feeling uncomfortable 
within myself even. There was something about this man from the beginning – I 
felt like he knew the power was predominantly on his side. He started by saying 
that I would have to prompt him to talk, which I should have taken as a sign that 
he wouldn’t need prompting in retrospect. He went off on tangents, generally of 
a sexual nature: abuse; how he’d be caught for being with a 15-year-old girl; 
other relationships. I found it too hard to reign him back in. I did try and 
interrupt him, but he wouldn’t take the hint.  
Although Shane (25/m/P) had asked me about my relationship status during his 
interview, I did not feel the same discomfort because he was younger than me and had 
severe mental health issues: I felt that I could “forgive” him; that his advances were 
innocent compared to those of the older men. 
In these cases, I was grateful to have decided to hold my interviews in public spaces. 
But I mainly felt frustrated than unsafe. In line with the experience of other female 
researchers, I felt disrespected and struggled to re-establish in place clear boundaries.85 
As discussed by Lefkowich, 
 These dynamics can make it seem as though participants are in positions of 
 power relative to researchers. This interpretation aligns with patriarchal norms 
 about men and women’s relative power rather than research norms about power 
 differences between researchers and participants.86 
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It was after Andy’s (60/m/P) interview that I felt myself start to essentially turn against 
my participants, which leads to the third discomfort I experienced: I found myself 
feeling frustrated and disillusioned by my participants, primarily because they were not 
living up to my purist image of them as victims of the system. I wrote in my journal that 
I realised that I had an “apparent desire to view them as victims of the system rather 
than people with agency to make mistakes. I found that I wanted the issue to be clear-
cut and was unprepared for the messiness of people’s lives.” 
The following are two journal entries written after an interview and after a visit to a 
community lunch, respectively: 
The reason [the participant] said he was poor now and reduced to using foodbanks 
was because of bad choices he’d made. I feel like I don’t want to hear this! I want 
it to be systemic: were you pushed into drugs because of “the man”?!  
I’ve been feeling somewhat disillusioned of late. On Thursday, I went to a 
community lunch, figuring that this would be a potential channel for foodbank 
users. The co-ordinator was very welcoming, but said that most of the people who 
came did so for the company as opposed to needing free food per se. I spoke to 
her further over a bowl of soup. She told me that a main reason why people use 
foodbanks is not a lack of money, but an inability to spend their money wisely, 
spending it instead on “the pokies” or drug addiction. It was hard for me to 
stomach that (along with the soup) and brought home that I’ve entered this 
research needing to see these people as victims of the system; it’s hard to see 
people both as a victim and as a culprit. Why should I be attempting to assist them 
if it’s their own fault? It can’t be that simple. 
Ironically, I found myself taking on what I would deem as a neoliberal stance, as reflected 
on in my journal: 
I find I don’t trust the poor. I don’t trust them when they explain they’re late; I 
don’t trust them when they tell me what appear to be quite extreme random stories. 
There’s something about poverty that makes people untrustworthy. My last 
participant arrived half an hour late. I waited 15 minutes then left. I could have 
easily cycled back, the meeting place being on campus, but I didn’t want to out of 
principle. I was wondering if I’d have acted that way to a more economically well-
off person, and, yes, I would: he didn’t even think to tell me that he’d be late or 
really show much remorse.  
I hear my mother’s voice: they’re a waste of space; they don’t help themselves. 
And it seems that they don’t! I wanted to see them as victims of the system, but 
they keep telling me how they’ve brought it on themselves. 
235 
 
I feel like I’m becoming the prejudiced public I’ve been shunning. 
They just sound poor; they sound like they just need that $20. I just find myself 
disliking them for their age, their poverty, their situation. Didn’t they care they 
were in this position? Didn’t they have any fucking pride? Don’t they want a better 
life? They always sound so unenergised. They always speak in a way that lacks 
something. 
I found this a very hard space to be in, intellectually and emotionally, and it lasted the rest 
of the interviews. In one journal entry I attempted to rationalise it: “These thoughts came 
to the fore halfway through my interviews. They took me by surprise, but reminded me 
that, having grown up with narratives, I am not completely detached from them, 
unconscious biases.” 
The last form of discomfort was how emotionally fraught the interviews could be. 
Several of the interviews felt like therapy sessions due to the candidness of the 
participants and how personal and seemingly off topic the experiences shared were. As 
Summers warns, this presents its own ethical challenge because “the experience of a 
research interview as some sort of therapeutic exercise blurs the purpose of the 
interview and the role of the researcher themselves.”87 I found myself unprepared for 
this emotional, therapy-like aspect of the interviews. As a wrote in a journal entry: 
I was able to talk to my peers as well as my therapist about the emotions that were 
brought up after certain interviews. It brought to the fore that inability to detach 
as a “researcher” and an observer, but how I was fully invested. 
A number of the interviews were particularly emotionally charged. Two in particular 
reduced me to tears. The first was that of Hala (42/f/SYR) and Mahdi (42/m/SYR) who, 
during the interview, had asked whether I could assist in getting the rest of their family 
over from Lebanon, as I reflected on in my journal: 
This was the most emotional interview yet. When I asked them what they 
understood by hunger, the woman started to cry. I felt myself well up on a couple 
of occasions during the interview. The man was obviously also affected. Their last 
comment was almost a plea for help: they still had close family left in Lebanon. 
 




The other interview was that of William (69/m/P). After his interview, I wrote the 
following journal entry: 
I had an interview yesterday with a 70-year-old man who’s been using food banks 
all his life. It was heart-breaking to hear of his position in life: being put down by 
his parents, which led him to suffer from debilitating mental illness for the rest of 
his life and left him unable to hold down a job; his addiction to alcohol. A major 
issue for him was the unjust comments made to him by the public when attempting 
to use his WINZ vouchers. I cried when he left. 
On the other hand, I was touched when participants expressed gratitude at such research 
being undertaken (figure 3). 
Similarly, I felt I was doing a good service when participants expressed gratitude at 
being heard: “I got a story to tell” [Wayne (45/m/P)]. Or when they expressed a sense of 
disconnection: “Something to do because I’m living at home by myself and I’m by 
myself all the time so I thought I’d come in and meet people” [Tracey (34/f/P)]; “I don’t 
actually fall into any category so I can’t actually get any help from anyone” [Sharon 
(58/f/P)]. These sentiments vindicated my research in my mind.   
5.6.6 Interview analysis and dissemination 
5.6.6.1 Interview transcription 
All the interviews were audiotaped with given consent. I decided to then transcribe them 
using intelligent verbatim. However, I wanted to keep filler words, but not filler sounds, 
i.e., um, err, thereby also keeping somewhat in line with a verbatim approach. This is 
because I did not want to completely standardise the interviews. In addition, although 
 
 
“[…] when I saw it was I like, ‘Oh, someone actually wants to know about food banks and I 
want to say my part and why I use food banks.’” [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
“Because I think it’s important. When I saw it, I just thought, ‘Wow! Somebody’s actually 
doing something.’” [Iosefa (51/m/SA)] 
“I’d like to say thank you very much for the interview. I appreciate it.” [Onike (29/f/FJI)] 
 A lot of research is done on the actual food bags, looking at the organisations and 
 how they work and so on, but there’s hardly anything about the people that are using 
 the foodbanks. Like why are they are using the foodbanks to begin with and how 
 does it feel to go and get food parcels because there’s a lack. [Karen (70/f/MA)] 
Figure 3: Expressions of gratitude for the research. 
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“y’know” is a repetitive filler, it signifies a desire to share an opinion and ensure it is 
understood.88 All the audiotaped interviews were transcribed either by myself or an 
outside transcriber. If the latter, I was sure to double-check the transcript with the audio 
as a form of quality control. The main point of contention was punctuation: this was an 
aspect I changed on all the transcripts. Due to the fact that I hired five transcribers for 
time saving reasons, even though I gave them instructions on how I wanted the 
interviews transcribed, I found that the quality would differ. Therefore, double-checking 
the transcripts also enabled me to provide them with constructive feedback. 
The decision to use external transcribers was based on the sheer volume of interviews. I 
can appreciate, however, as previously stated, that it would have been advantageous to 
transcribe the interviews myself as I went. I predominantly viewed the transcription 
stage as a way in which to get the audio down on paper and thereby make it easier to 
analyse. However, I appreciate in retrospect that it is a deeper process.89  
The interviews in Arabic were translated as well as transcribed. I had the recordings 
directly transcribed into English without first transcribing them into the participants' 
native language. I also decided to use external translators rather than my interpreter, 
Naaz, to prevent any form of bias in her translating. I had originally only wanted to use 
one transcriber for continuity of interpretation, but they were unable to complete all the 
interviews. This posed the issue of different interpretations of language. However, I 
found the translations to be very literal, giving the impression that they had been 
translated verbatim. 
5.6.6.2 Thematic analysis 
Themes were extracted from the transcript using the thematic approach outlined by 
Smith, Flowers, and Larkin for interpretive phenomenological analysis.90 Keeping in 
line with the hermeneutic circle, I read through each transcribed interview as a whole, 
 
88 Charlyn Laserna, Yi-Tai Seih, and James W. Pennebaker, “Um...Who Like Says You Know: Filler Word Use as a 
Function of Age, Gender, and Personality,” Journal of Language and Social Psychology 33, no. 3 (2014), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X14526993. 
89 Susan A. Tilley and Kelly D. Powick, “Distanced Data: Transcribing Other People's Research Tapes,” Canadian 
Journal of Education/Revue Canadienne De L'éducation 27, no. 2/3 (2002), https://doi.org/10.2307/1602225. 
90 Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research. 
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taking note of the different codes, and then delved deeper into certain aspects, while still 
appreciating how these aspects fit within the participant’s whole experience. 
When I read through the first transcript, I created codes and included the line number of 
the relevant quotations. When I read subsequent interviews are added line numbers to 
the current codes and added new codes. It would transpire that a code I had not at first 
considered a code would recur. In that case, I would return to the previous transcript and 
include it. Through the use of line numbers, I was trying to get a sense of the magnitude 
of a code.  
As I created codes, I was able to group them into themes. I ended up with 34 themes 
plus one section specifically on the concepts asked about at the end of the interviews. 
Due to the unstructured interview approach, there were a lot of codes within the themes. 
This was a main reason why I decided to focus on those under which the larger number 
of line numbers had amassed. 
I used my research questions, literature review and journal notes to assist with moving 
between the different codes and themes raised within the interviews and the interviews 
as wholes—what I felt the core substance was of the complete interview – in order to 
create overarching headings under which the themes would sit. Based on the research 
questions, what struck me was the macro/micro level separation, i.e., the wider issue of 
poverty and everything around receiving a food parcel, and the social perspectives of 
people living in poverty as described by those experiencing it, and people’s frames of 
mind and perspectives. 
I was also aware as I started my thematic analysis of my own value biases; I wanted the 
interviews to shape the themes as opposed to my preconceived ideas. At the same time, 
there were an abundance of themes and using my literature review and human dignity as 
an analytical device assisted as an anchor. The themes were also fundamental to the 
exploration of my research questions: chapter 5 relates to the first question, uncovering 
how neoliberal principles revealed themselves within the lived experiences of those 
interviewed; chapter 6 provides the personal context to the neoliberalisation of food 
charity, as raised in question 2; and chapter 7 aids question 3 by investigating the 
dignity and indignity experienced within the food charity space. 
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5.6.6.3 Research dissemination 
A major premise of my research was its dissemination into the public sphere in order to 
publicise the experiences of food parcel recipients. In this sense, I was not only taking the 
individual experiences shared and generalising them to represent a group, but attempting 
to use them to influence how society will understand and treat them. Although this is what 
I would regard as a positive outcome, as Summers points out, furthering the interests of 
the group can be at the expense of the individual because “individual research participants 
were potentially having negative aspects of their identity and experience highlighted 
through their participation in a way that was injurious to them individually and potentially 
rendering them more vulnerable.”91 Taking the stance that academia has a responsibility 
to question power structures, Summers explains, however, that “it is ethically appropriate 
to instrumentalise individual research participants to some extent in order to further the 
interests of a wider group.”92 
I was also acutely aware of not wanting to essentially use my participants as instruments 
for my own personal gain either. This is why the grassroots dissemination was an 
integral step to the process. In line with this, writing media articles has been more 
fundamental than academic journals for me. Since submitting this thesis for review, I 
have published within various mainstream newspapers and online magazines, basing my 
theme on current issues arising around food security, accessibility and human right to 
adequate food realisation.93 
I have also been approached by the Centre for Theology and Public Issues to create a 
report in which the lived experiences shared for my research will be the centrepiece. 
 
91 Summers, “For the Greater Good? Ethical Reflections on Interviewing the ‘Rich’ and ‘Poor’ in Qualitative 
Research,” 598. 
92 Summers, “For the Greater Good? Ethical Reflections on Interviewing the ‘Rich’ and ‘Poor’ in Qualitative 
Research,” 600. 
93 Katharine Cresswell Riol, “Shaming and blaming doing nothing to address poverty,” Otago Daily Times, 1 
February, 2021, https://www.odt.co.nz/opinion/shaming-and-blaming-doing-nothing-address-poverty; Katharine 
Cresswell Riol, “Hunger is about justice, not charity,” Newsroom, 16 July, 2021, 
https://www.newsroom.co.nz/ideasroom/hunger-is-about-justice-not-charity; 
Katharine Cresswell Riol, “We’ve got enough food – it’s the political will that’s missing,” The Spinoff, 27 July, 
2021, https://thespinoff.co.nz/food/27-07-2021/weve-got-enough-food-its-the-political-will-thats-missing/; Katharine 
Cresswell Riol and Sean Connelly, “Facing up to the Hurt of Hunger,” Newsroom, 9 August, 2021,  
https://www.odt.co.nz/lifestyle/magazine/facing-hurt-hunger; Katharine Cresswell Riol, “Why our Bill of Rights is 





The plan is to prepare a community report accompanied by a panel in which participants 
who took part in my research will be the panellists, and to which Church leaders and 
politicians will be invited. Consistently, panels are composed of “experts” on such 
issues as opposed to those who have lived experience. This again reflects the lack of 
voice afforded those living in poverty and the value placed upon their input. 
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6 The Multifarious Indignities of Poverty 
6.1 Introduction 
In chapter 4, I investigated the history of food charity within A/NZ, paying particular 
attention to the challenges and tensions those running such operations have encountered 
within the country’s capitalist context. This chapter considers the wider implications of 
and interconnected issues around being hungry, in particular the psychological 
ramifications of poverty as expressed through the participants’ experiences. It explores 
the wider issues of poverty, marginalisation, and discrimination, which, as outlined in 
the chapter 4, are part of A/NZ’s social, economic, and political landscape, and helped 
to embed food charity within the country. Essentially, it considers the financial, mental, 
and emotional states those requiring food parcel assistance are in before they ask for it.  
It is here that the neoliberal ideology previously outlined can be markedly 
acknowledged on a personal level, and the negative effects this has had on Aotearoa 
New Zealand citizens who are most vulnerable, socially, economically, and politically 
can start to be fully grasped. Whereas the following two chapters will hone in on the 
experience of interacting with food parcel services, this chapter considers the overall 
experiences, and multi-dimensionality, of living a life of hunger and poverty, and the 
impact this has had on people’s dignity and well-being.  
In order to elaborate and characterise this complexity at an individual level, firstly, I 
will explore how being on a benefit, as a common denominator of those interviewed, 
continues to be considered as “undeserving” of even food charity, and how this has 
impeded a sense of citizenship through consistent self-blame. Secondly, I look at how 
self-blame is compounded by societal blame in the form of poverty standards, the 
parameters of which are set by, in the case of these participants, social welfare 
limitations discussed in chapter 4. Lastly, I look at people’s recognition of state failings 
and the social ramifications this has had on their lives. 
In line with this, and using critical hermeneutic phenomenology, the voices of my 
participants will be at the forefront of my narrative in the following three chapters. The 
themes of these chapters are based on the experiences and formulated using inductive 
thematic analysis. It should also be noted that my interviews were conducted between 
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April and June, 2018, i.e., before the first COVID-19 cases surfaced in Aotearoa New 
Zealand (A/NZ) in early 2020. While the pandemic has significantly exacerbated the 
adverse socio-economic conditions in the country, as touched on in chapters 3 and 4, 
my interviews pre-date the pandemic and so my thesis does not cover coronavirus 
related hardships in this respect. 
In addition, I decided to include blocks of quotations as figures. At the risk of 
homogenising their experiences, what I was primarily aiming to do was bring to the fore 
the commonality of the issues raised, and, in doing so, show how the experiences shared 
are the foundations of the themes used within the following three chapters.  
The demographic form enabled me to compile a table of the main characteristics of the 









20 Supported Living Payment 
17 Jobseeker Support 
6 Sole Parent Support 













































Figure 4: Participant demographics 
I have provided basic demographic information in parenthesis after each participant’s 
pseudonym, which includes their age, gender, and ethnicity. Figure 5 (on page 243) 
provides a key to the abbreviations used. 
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Figure 5: Demographics key 
6.2 Unworthy and Undeserving: Identities of Self-Blame 
Originally from the North Island, John (68/m/P) had been using foodbanks on a yearly 
basis for the last two decades; however, since he had started receiving the New Zealand 
Superannuation (NZ Super)1 three years previously, he had relied on food parcels less. 
He joked about the old-fashioned notion of the (un)deserving poor: “I’ve been here 
quite a while, but there is a sort of a thing about the deserving poor in Dunedin. You 
shouldn’t really get something just because you’re poor, y’know!” However, this 
sentiment is not as archaic as it sounds: for instance, single people, those addicted to 
drugs, and those who were suffering from mental health issues shared how they had felt 
stigmatised (see figure 6 on page 244). 
The group that will be focused on here is the beneficiary: the vast majority of those 
interviewed were on a social benefit, although they may have had additional paid part-
time work. Those on the unemployment benefit expressed particular persecution, their 
experiences revealing the additional stigma around being jobless. Natalie (46/f/P) was 
on the Supported Living Payment (SLP) due to an ongoing medical condition and had 
been using foodbanks because the amount was not sufficient. As she explained, 
“There’s definitely some people who would not want to associate with people […] who 
 
1 A fortnightly payment for people aged 65 and over. 
Abbreviation Meaning               
– No data provided 
m male 
f female 
P Aotearoa New 
Zealander Pākehā 










go to foodbanks or who are, y’know, unemployed as such, y’know, that are like not in 
their league, y’know?” 
Once on the benefit, there was the feeling of being judged for accepting hand-outs, even 
those they were eligible for, especially when having to contend with the argument that it 
was out of choice that they were reliant on social welfare. Barry (41/m/P), who was 
receiving Jobseekers Allowance, but never saw himself returning to employment 
because of a serious work injury, explained, “I’ve been working most of my life, so 
from working, [to] doing nothing and staying on the benefit’s hard.” 
William (69/m/P), who supplemented his NZ Super payment with a small job 
distributing newspapers, painted a particularly harsh reality: he described a lack of 
empathy by the public, and having to contend with judgement and condemnation when 
going to the supermarket with a Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ) grant: 
Some people are quite nasty. I’ve heard one gentleman say behind me that, 
“Here’s somebody else using the system and we’re having to pay for him.” And 
it really makes you feel an inch high; you just want the ground to swallow you 
up. So, whenever I’ve gone in with a WINZ food grant, I’ve had to pick and 
choose the times I go in to make sure I’m not there in a very busy time, and the 
majority of people that aren’t around that can be very critical, and there are a lot 
of people like that, that look upon me and others like us, that are using these 
grants, as we’re just sort of parasites that try to bleed the system, and it’s very, 
very unkind; it’s hurtful, and it’s one reason why I hate even going in with a 
WINZ grant. [William] 
 
 “There’s nothing for those who are struggling singley.” [Sharon (58/f/P)] 
The single person keeps on missing out on all these little top-ups, all these extra 
payments, little extra benefits, and, yeah, children in poverty need the extra help, but 
a person who has been a long-term beneficiary through no fault of their own, 
especially if it’s mental health of something like that, where they’re just not going to 
be working any time soon, they […] shouldn’t be stigmatised and […] given a 
disproportionately smaller amount than what somebody with kids does. [Thomas 
(46/m/MA)] 
But there are people who do need food and people like me who do have alcohol and 
nicotine addictions and spend their money on nicotine and alcohol and then have no 
money for food, so go down to food banks, y’know? Basically they’re in the same 
boat as what I am. Well, what I can say is, they’ve fallen through the cracks and 
society has let them down as well. [Wayne (45/m/P)] 
 
Figure 6: Stigmas. 
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Nowhere was this judgement more hard hitting than in the WINZ office itself. Although 
the focus of my research was not on WINZ and/or the benefit system, treatment by 
WINZ representatives and the bureaucratic nature of the social welfare system were 
issues that brought out adverse emotions in the majority of participants (see figure 7). 
 
But, okay, you image, okay, so you live say, half an hour’s walk from WINZ. You make an 
appointment, for whatever reason; […] say, for example, your power’s going to be 
disconnected, right, so, you’ll ring up, half an hour on hold before finally somebody talks to 
ya. They talk to you, “Right, let’s see if there’s an appointment. No, there’s no appointments 
for the next week and a half. No, we can’t make them any further than ten days. Oh, your 
power, oh, so you need an emergency appointment, okay. Well, you can do an emergency 
walk-in and I’ll notify them that you’re coming in.” Right, okay, so you’re going in without an 
appointment. You have to sit there and wait until an appointment’s available. But, bear in 
mind, if you don’t have an appointment the security guards won’t let you through the door. 
[…] That’s why they have security now: it’s appointment based only, unless you’re dropping 
paperwork and stuff off. So, if you urgently need to go to WINZ, you can’t just walk into the 
office, you have to ring up so that way you’re put down as a walk-in. […] So, you then go 
there and if you don’t have photo ID, the security won’t let you through the door. So, you walk 
in, you sit down, and there’s not a guarantee that you’ll even be seen that day. […] You could 
be waiting anywhere from ten minutes to six hours. […] So you turn up finally, say, after three 
hours, “Right, okay, you’re seeing somebody, what’s the problem?” 
ww“So, well, y’know, power’s going to be disconnected.” 
ww“Ah, have you got a notice from them saying that they’re disconnecting?” 
ww“Oh, no, they just told me on the phone.” 
ww“Oh, well, you need a letter.” 
[…] But, if you say […], “Ah, can I just jump online and get it there? Or can I use your phone 
and get them to email you a copy?” But, quite often, they don’t think about suggesting that to 
the client and so the clients will then try and sort it out for themselves. Or, for example, even, 
actually more is you’re going to be evicted because your rent hasn’t been paid, y’know? […] 
it’s not even enough just to have a letter saying that you’re behind in your rent: you have to 
have a letter saying that you’ll be evicted in the next 48 hours if you don’t pay your rent. But, 
so, okay, you get all that done, and, then, so, y’know, they’re happy; they’re going to pay it. 
“Ah, okay, so, oh, your landlord’s not a registered supplier with us. You’ll have to get them to 
fill in these forms so that they can become a supplier”—so, that way, that takes two or three 
days, y’know—“and then once they’re registered as a supplier to us with their bank account, 
then we’ll pay the money in overnight.” And, of course, the whole time you’re thinking, “I’m 
being evicted tomorrow! And you want me to go back, talk to the landlord, get them to fill in 
some paperwork […] applying to become a provider for WINZ.” And all you’re thinking is, 
“I’m going to get evicted tomorrow!” Y’know! And, of course, most people when they’re 
under this stress, they’re going to impulse buy. So […] amongst other things, they’re not going 
to be making themselves a couple of sandwiches for their lunch as they’re rushing backwards 
and forwards between this place and that place and this place to get something organised: 
they’re buying a pie, chips, can of Coke, things that, quite often on the benefit, you just can’t 
really afford to be living on. And then all of a sudden they’re 30 dollars down on that week’s 
groceries. Ah, now, all of a sudden, they’re short again. […] This is how it happens. [Thomas 
(46/m/MA)] 
 
 Figure 7: A “usual” WINZ experience. 
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Olivia (–/f/P) had been using foodbanks since starting to receive a benefit, which 
amounted to “quite a few years”; food parcels had helped her “immensely.” She had 
five children and acted as a caregiver for her youngest son who had cerebral palsy. She 
described the WINZ environment as particularly harrowing: 
when you’re sitting in the WINZ place, you can see people crying; there’s 
people arguing; there’s people yelling; and you’re just sitting there thinking, 
“Well, I haven’t even seen my person that I’ve got to see yet, the case manager.” 
And already you’re feeling like you just want to leave, y’know? [Olivia] 
Participants described a lack of empathy for a person’s predicament, as recounted by 
William (69/m/P), who had depended on social welfare all of his life due to long-term 
mental health issues: 
Sometimes I do see others being interviewed and I do think they’re being quite 
harsh on them and people are really struggling to hold themselves together. 
They’re over the pressure of trying to get some help for food and the last thing 
they want is to be given an interrogation by a WINZ worker. [William] 
As William explained, WINZ is dealing with “vulnerable clients in both emotions and 
their circumstances.” That individuals had their own unique needs was not considered, 
which was recounted by Wayne (45/m/P), who was receiving the SLP also due to 
lifelong mental illness; his main reason for needing food parcels was inadequate income 
from his benefit: “You’re just a number. You’re allocated that much amount every week 
and that’s to keep you away from society, and they close the doors to you [so] you can’t 
get in.” 
Participants reported being made to feel criminalised, dehumanised, and punished for 
being on the benefit. They described feeling degraded, judged, interrogated, and 
attacked; pushed to the edge or pushed down. They also shared needing to have their 
guard up due to the possibility of being messed around, and of knowing what they were 
eligible for, yet the process being made difficult for them, or, alternatively, not knowing 
and not being informed, as explained by Liz (33/f/P), who was receiving Jobseeker 
Support after having to leave her job as teacher due to workplace bullying. She had no 
work references for the past two years as a result, making it particularly hard for her to 
find a job: 
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it’s like they’re [WINZ] hiding secrets; trying to spring surprises on us so you 
can’t lie and cheat or something. It’s like, I’m pretty sure that nobody’s doing 
this lying and cheating anyway, y’know? I’m sure if there’s ways around it 
people will find them, but, honestly, if they find them and do the work to get 
through them, then they deserve it. [Liz] 
The Mosgiel foodbank representatives I interviewed recognised the need for people to 
take an advocate with them to a WINZ appointment: an individual may lack the ability 
or knowledge to demand what was rightfully theirs. 
As much as those interviewed mistrusted WINZ, so they felt that they were mistrusted 
through continuous obligations to prove their need and show they were “worthy,” or to 
fight against the assumption that they were simply abusing the system. Sharon (58/f/P) 
was receiving the SLP due to a heart condition. She shared how she had had to go to 
particularly extreme lengths to prove her need: 
I actually had to have a heart attack to actually get put on the invalid’s benefit, 
y’know? I had to have a note from my doctor and my specialist that I needed to 
go on the invalid’s benefit, ‘cos there’s no way I’ll ever work full-time again, 
because they were pressuring me to go and work for 30, 40 hours a week, 
y’know. They had all these jobs set up to go and do and I’m saying, “Well, I’m 
not well enough to do them.” So, I actually had to stop taking my tablets […] for 
them to see that I was not well enough to actually do a full-time job. […] I rang 
up my doctor and said, “Look, they won’t take your letter of recommendation; 
they won’t take the specialist’s letter of recommendation; I’m not going to take 
my tablets for that day, so tell everybody not to panic.” I mean, I knew what 
would happen; I knew there’d be a reaction. But why should I have had to do 
that, when they had the specialist’s letter, when they had the doctor’s letter, 
when they’d known that I hadn’t been able to work for over a year and a half? 
Why should I have to do all that just to get on the invalid’s benefit? [Sharon] 
6.3 Surviving not Thriving 
Nearly all of those on a benefit explained how the amount they were receiving was 
simply not enough for an adequate standard of living (see figure 8 on page 248). NZ 
Super was notably more comfortable, as reported by the majority of pensioners—
although, clearly not so comfortable that people deemed it unnecessary to obtain a food 
parcel. 
Rebecca (26/f/P) had been receiving social welfare for eight years; she was actively 
looking for work, but making sure to take into account if it was remunerative before 
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considering a position over the benefit: “the one job that I did get, that was only 30 
bucks a week: it was like only an hour and a half and that wasn’t even enough for the 
busses there and back.” Currently, she was on both Jobseekers Allowance and SLP due 
to a knee injury. She shared not only how debilitating the amount she received was, but 
how deplorable:  
They just need to make it easier for people to live. Like, make it slightly more 
comfortable so they’re not stressing about how they’ll get through the week 
‘cos, like I said, at the moment, it’s extremely difficult to get through a week, 
and that’s not how it should be. They should at least be giving enough for people 
to live at least moderately comfortable, not just living and that’s it. [Rebecca] 
Dependent on food parcels for about twenty years, Wayne’s (45/m/P) description of 
how little he received was particularly stark: 
That’s how it is down on the old unemployment benefit. Right down to [the] 
nitty gritty of life basically. You get down here where I am and you just fall 
through the cracks, y’know? […] There’s not much quality of life or anything 
like that. It’s basically just drifting through the day surviving, y’know? Every 
day turns into the same thing. There’s not much to it. There really isn’t much to 
it. [Wayne] 
Fatima (35/f/SYR), a former Syrian refugee who lived in a household of six people, 
even went as far as to compare her current situation with when she was living in a 
refugee camp: “It’s like we’re back in Lebanon […]; the money [on the benefit] isn’t 
enough, that’s how it feels.” 
The sub-standard existence of those requiring food parcels was acknowledged all too 
clearly by those running the food parcel operations. At St. Vincent de Paul, it was 
 
“Oh, it’s ridiculous. I’m on minimum wage; I’ve been doing this for three or four years. Come 
down here to minimum wage!” [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
“You basically got money for one day, that day you get paid, and […] for six days or the rest 
of the week, you’re basically on the bones of your arse, that’s the truth.” [Natalie (46/f/NZ-
EU)] 
“You let them [members of the government] do it for a month, go to the foodbank during the 
week. Give them a budget!” [Mateo (45/m/MA)] 
“I think from what I’ve read online and things like that anyway, they purposely don’t give you 
enough, just to try and force ya off the benefit and into work, but that’s not always possible.” 
[Rebecca (37/f/P)]  
Figure 8: The inadequacy of the benefit. 
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recognised that the benefit needed to be raised so that people were not living in “dire 
poverty” and subjected to “miserable lives.” The representative of Presbyterian Support 
depicted the amount beneficiaries received as “enough to survive on, not live on.” At 
KaiShare, I was told that the benefit is “just covering the bare basics,” while those at 
Mosgiel foodbank described life for individuals who required their assistance as being 
on the breadline; there was simply no room for people to manoeuvre and thereby make 
a substantial change in their lives. 
“Struggle” was a word that re-appeared throughout the interviews, including by Nicole 
(26/f/P), who commented on how “there’s always people struggling.” Tane (45/m/MA), 
who was receiving SLP, had been getting a benefit for about four years and was 
“fucking done with it.” Previously, he had enjoyed a decent salary as an engineer, but 
was now incapacitated by a knee injury. His thoughts were, “the system’s built to be 
fuckin’ struggling.” For Craig (54/m/P), foodbanks were “just a sign of the times [...] 
Struggle Street really.” He had been laid off just before Christmas (2018) and was now 
on SLP due to a chronic illness. When discussing marae foodbanks, Manaia (29/f/MA) 
referred to her situation as “the struggle.” She highlighted how discrimination was as 
much part of her struggle as poverty: “The majority of people going in there [to the 
foodbank] are Māori, and I’m pretty sure they know the struggle, ‘cos they’re Māori!” 
Another word used repeatedly, including by Manaia, was “survival”: “I think the 
majority of people using it are beneficiaries. And they can’t survive on the benefit. I 
can’t, so a lot of people can’t, I guess.” Ana (27/f/MA), who was receiving Sole Parent 
Support (SPS) and a student loan, also described life in this way: “I wouldn’t actually 
survive on a benefit, so I don’t know how people actually do it.” Eleanor (66/f/P), who 
attended Catholic Social Services (CSS) regularly for a food parcel and to volunteer as a 
cook, explained how “the work is actually surviving, getting food and things.” And 
there were accounts of people barely surviving, for example, in Kevin’s (48/m/P) case: 
“Sometimes I’ll go probably three or four days without eating. Money I get on the 
benefit is just enough to cover my rent.” He was on Jobseeker Support and had used 
foodbanks sporadically over two-and-a-half years.  
Participants’ descriptions of their sub-standard existences exhibited different elements 
of precariousness. Firstly, in their need to live day-to-day (see figure 9 on page 250). 
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Eleanor (66/f/P) was attempting to save money for a flight to the North Island to attend 
a family wedding. She described the effort it took to cope on a daily basis: “everything 
works round being able to manipulate your money to be able to avoid having to go and 
ask for help.” David (52/m/P), who was in full time employment, reflected on the 
unpredictability of such a life: “because at the moment—at the moment!—things are 
quite good. But it’s precipitous; it could easily just fall away.” 
This was made particularly apparent in the stress of the unexpected bill, which could 
appear from a number of sources, e.g., dentist, doctor, or car. Thomas (46/m/MA) had 
been using foodbanks since the mid-‘90s; he was financially unable to factor in such 
bills: 
My incomings are so tight and so well-structured that, y’know, well, unless I get 
extra sick, have to see the doctor twice in a month instead of once, I’m normally 
okay. But then, if I do have to see a doctor twice in one month, pay out an extra 
30, 40 dollars for the GP [general practitioner] and extra money for 
prescriptions, that’s then blown my budget quite severely. Or if it’s extra cold 
and I’ve doubled my power usage or something like that. Well, seeing a budget 
advisor isn’t going to change that, y’know? That’s not going to stop that from 
happening. [Thomas] 
Secondly, precariousness was apparent in the ability to budget, but not having enough to 
budget with (see figure 10 on page 251), as described by, Iosefa (51/m/SA), who was 
receiving Jobseeker Allowance and had been using foodbanks for about six years: 
The concept of budgeting is all very well, but the reality of people on benefits, 
of that word “budget,” is [insulting]. It’s an insult. It’s rubbing salt into a wound: 
“You need to budget.” I would if I had some money to budget. [Iosefa] 
 
“I don’t know how we got through the days. […] there were […] times of great anguish when 
we didn’t know what we were going to have to eat the next day.” [William (69/m/P)] 
“Sometimes, especially when you’re on the benefit, […] you’re living from week to week, pay 
day to pay day.” [Craig (54/m/P)] 
“I was just living on benefit and […] it’s hard. You’re living week to week where you don’t 
even make it to the next week and that’s why you’re […] going to the foodbank. You just 
pretty much have enough money […] something will come up, and you have to spend your 
money on that instead of food.” [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
 
Figure 9: Day-to-day existence. 
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Thirdly, it amounted to the inability to save: 
I’ve been to the dentist and […] you’ve actually got to save money and not 
touch it. Do not touch it, because if you touch it, y’know, all your money’s gone. 
But it’s hard not to touch it, because there might be something you need. [Helen 
(53/f/P)] 
Hala (42/f/SYR) and Mahdi (42/m/SYR) were a married couple, both former refugees 
from Syria who had had to leave close family behind in the Middle East; Mahdi was 
regularly sending money back to his brother in Lebanon: 
Every week I save money from my salary, even if it’s only $25, and I save it for 
my brother, and every month I pay their rent so they [the landlord] does not kick 
them out onto the streets. […] I deprive myself of so many things so that I can 
do this. For example, when I feel like some chocolate for maybe $5, I think to 
myself, “No, let me save this so I can send it to my brother.” [Mahdi] 
They described how they had been unable to save for a household appliance: 
We need a dryer for the washing, because the wet clothes no longer dry outside. 
We want to tell them [WINZ] to give us money to be able to buy the dryer, and 
in return to slowly deduct it from the benefit. But they haven’t been able to do 
this for us, so we’re left having to save for it from the benefit we receive. But 
we’re unable to save enough: it costs about $400 to $450. So, we’re unable to 
afford it. [Mahdi] 
Manaia (29/f/MA) was in receipt of SPS and also worked part-time as a cleaner, 
although she was trained to be a chef and resented being on minimum wage—“Ninety 
 
“I can’t budget with nothing, ‘cos everyday what I get, goes out, and pays for my bills, so until 
I have a full time job, I’m gonna go round in circles.” [Barry (41/m/P)] 
“It can be frustrating ‘cos you […] try to do things yourself and have them, y’know? Try to get 
the money to stretch and you never can.” [Anahera (49/f/MA)] 
“You can’t do a food budget with no fuckin’ money.” [Chris (32/m/P)] 
“I do budget. I plan and budget my money, but it’s not enough what I live on, what I have to 
pay for. Yeah, it’s not enough. Every week I ask myself, ‘Oh, where is my money gone? 
Goodness!’” [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
They [WINZ] can see where your money is and how much money you do get and where it all 
goes, because it’s all redirected on benefit: it goes to rent; it goes to power; it goes to debt and, 
yeah, my debt is high—fines, that’s high. Oh, they just tell you, “You need to reduce some 
payments.” Like, where can I reduce it? I can’t reduce anything! My power needs to be where 
it’s at. “Oh, you need to use less power.” What?! It’s freezing down here! [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
 
Figure 10: The inability to budget. 
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days! Counting down! I get 50 cents raise!” she sarcastically proclaimed. When 
discussing pension payments, she remonstrated, “Save money now for then, when I 
can’t even survive as it is!” 
Lastly, precariousness manifested itself in the standard of living participants described, 
which included the food choices they felt able to afford. For instance, Anahera 
(49/f/MA), who was working part-time as well as being on a benefit, explained, “I just 
buy margarine, but I’ve heard things about margarine and the way it’s made, but for two 
dollars, that’s a spread for your bread.” People had to consume cheap, unhealthy food: 
“They’re [the rich] eating the finer things in life. We all go to Pak ‘n’ Save” [Tane 
(45/m/MA)].2 Chris (32/m/P), who reflected on the fact that perhaps if his father had 
had access to a better diet, he may not have developed cancer, described the disparity: 
If you stick to the poor side of life, that’s what you get from the supermarket, 
poor food, aye. Have you noticed that? The poor people get the shit food, the 
rich people get the good food. I notice the Pams expensive range and the Pams 
poor range.3 Even the expensive range, man, y’know: just meals, like real meals. 
Even real meat in there and real vegetables. Real tomato, real lettuce, real 
everything. But the poor stuff: it’s just processed crap. [Chris] 
Canned food was regarded as a staple, as described by Andy (60/m/P): “Some things 
they don’t have like margarine or something, but that doesn’t matter, you can live 
without that, but they give you the basics: canned food and everything you need.”  
Having to live a sub-standard life was also reflected in how participants felt they were 
judged in regard to how they spent their money. Participants became defensive when it 
came to expenses that would be considered “non-essential.” For instance, pets: Natalie, 
an avid animal lover and cat owner, explained, “I don’t see why being on a benefit you 
shouldn’t have animals.” And for those participants who talked about their pets, they 
were a significant part of their well-being (see figure 11 on page 253), as ardently 
expressed by William (69/m/P): 
Well, right now, I’ve got a little six-month-old kitten and I’ve called her Emily. 
She came from animal rescue and she was picked up off the street to live in the 
 
2 Pak ‘n’ Save is an A/NZ discount supermarket. 
3 Pams is a supermarket own brand available in two main varieties: Pams and Pams Finest. As its name suggests, the 
latter variety is slightly more expensive and claims to be made from better quality ingredients. 
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wild out in Mosgiel. She’s a little grey tabby kitten; honestly, the sweetest, most 
adorable wee soul. That to me makes life worth living. [William] 
For Natalie (46/f/P), cosmetics and being able to have a haircut were necessities: “I’ve 
got a lot of people and they basically survive […] they get a benefit, but with running a 
car, having children, just, y’know, just buying cosmetics, being a female, your money’s 
gone on that day.” 
6.3.1 Poverty trap: Not a lifestyle choice 
Maia (27/f/MA), who was working and receiving SPS, had moved to Ōtepoti-Dunedin 
one and a half years before with her children; during that time, she had depended on 
food charity about a dozen times. When asked what she understood by poverty, she 
answered, “sad, sad: that’s all I’ve got to say.” This sentiment was shared by Anahera 
(49/f/MA): “Well that’s just sad, yeah. That’s all really that I can answer that, just in 
one word.” This precarious, sub-standard existence was not one many wanted to remain 
in; yet, they felt—and many were—trapped in it: “there’s no winning for anyone that’s 
in the low income” [Anahera]. As Nicole (26/f/P), who had been on SPS since she 
moved to Ōtepoti-Dunedin a year before and was struggling to find employment, 
explained, “hopefully there’s gonna be a job coming up soon and I’ll be out of this 
circle! Yeah, which is very hard to get out of if you’ve got no income or bugger all.” 
Although, she still managed to blame herself: 
 Interviewer: Is the benefit enough? 
Nicole:  Certainly not, no! No, no, no, and, obviously, it’s my own 
fault for getting into debt years ago. 
 
If I didn’t have a pet, I’d go insane, because it’s just me at home and you’ve got to 
have something else. And I think they’ve now come to understand that a pet is 
important to a single person living alone if they’ve grown up with them. […] I mean, 
you’ve got to have something in your life. [Sharon (58/f/P)] 
‘Cos I go through depression and it’s nice to have [my dog] with me ‘cos he knows 
when I’m sad: he comes up and kisses and sits with me. So, I wouldn’t get rid of him. 
Even trying to find a house that accepts pets, y’know: it’s real hard at the moment. I 
wouldn’t get rid of him; it would break my heart. I’ve already lost a house because of 
having him but, y’know, there’s no bloody way. [Barry (41/m/P)] 
 
Figure 11: Well-being and pets. 
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When asked what he understood by poverty, Brian (42/m/P) responded: “Where you 
end up in a position where you can’t get out of it.” He was looking for work and had 
been on SLP for just over a year, during which time he had visited a foodbank four 
times; he and his family made a 50 km trip to Ōtepoti-Dunedin from his hometown for 
this charitable support. Similarly, Nicole (26/f/P), who was a strong advocate of 
budgeting advice, explained how “the lower ones, they’re never gonna get out of it: in 
that constant cycle. Something majorly has to change before they can proceed.” 
Rebecca (37/f/P) had used foodbanks intermittently since she moved back to Ōtepoti-
Dunedin one and half years before and applied for a benefit. She described poverty not 
only as going round, but further down: “they get stuck in basically a whirlpool what 
they can’t get out of: they’re just being sucked further and further down without much 
hope of getting up.” Wayne (45/m/P), who had “been on streets up in Wellington and all 
the way through Christchurch and down to Dunedin […] just walking the streets and 
living out of the garbage can,” described how “every time I get one situation sorted out, 
the next one jumps in and takes its place, and it’s like a vicious circle that just keeps 
repeating on me.” 
People described this inability to escape as being due to a lack of financial means: “it 
can be frustrating ‘cos you [...] try to do things yourself and [...] try to get the money to 
stretch and you never can” [Anahera (49/f/MA)]. There was the sense that people could 
not even envision a way out: “Limited on what you can buy in the supermarket, ‘cos, 
like, out of a supermarket, $40, I try to do my best with it, but ideally you want $100, 
but it’s just not going to happen” [Craig (54/m/P)]. 
What was particularly striking was not simply that participants’ benefits did not allow 
them financial leeway, but the additional expenses people incurred when trying to 
improve their situation that held them back further (see figure 12 on page 255). For 
example, the irony that, in order to attend budgeting advice or a foodbank, money may 
have to be spent, as described by Tawhiri (24/m/MA), who was on SPA and had used 
foodbanks “a lot” for around three years: 
You get your list, you go there, they tell you have to go back. Like, they gonna 
give me 20 bucks gas or, y’know, people who don’t have transport and people 
gotta go backwards and forwards to all these places just to get a food parcel. 
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Like, someone might have no car and have eight kids and it’s the holidays. 
[Tawhiri] 
Ana (27/f/MA), who had been interviewed with Tawhiri (24/m/MA) and Maia 
(27/f/MA), also explained the costs connected to accessing money from WINZ, 
including as a consequence of the bureaucracy involved: 
it’s just people on benefits: you’re forced to go do things. They’ll make the 
system real hard. You’ve gotta fill out all these forms; get all these proof; do all 
these things; and maybe you don’t have gas to do all these things, but you have 
to do that just to be entitled to get food. [Ana] 
There were also costs connected to claiming a benefit. Olivia (–/f/P) was on both 
Jobseekers Allowance and SLP; she described how WINZ regulations hindered 
individuals, focusing on the stand-down period, during which people do not receive any 
money from WINZ: 
just by doing this 12-week stand-down,4 they’ve actually created that poverty, 
haven’t they? For that person. And that I do know a lot of people leave jobs 
because they’re getting bullied or they can’t cope with the work or, I don’t 
know, for any other personal reason. I just feel this 12 week stand-down actually 
creates more poverty. [Olivia] 
 
4 Such a long stand-down period is applied when someone is deemed to have left their job “without good reason” or 
been fired for misconduct. However, officially, WINZ call it a “non-entitlement period” rather than a stand-down. 
“Stand-Down Periods,” Work and Income New Zealand, accessed 28 December, 2020, 
https://www.workandincome.govt.nz/online-services/apply/what-is-a-stand-down.html. 
 
For example, somebody living here in Mosgiel […] if a referral sent them to the 
Dunedin Budgeting Service, you then have to get yourself into Dunedin, and if you’re 
financially strapped, well, that’s a $12 return trip by bus. […] All of a sudden, that’s 
dollars that you have to sacrifice in order to be able to speak to somebody about how 
you haven’t got enough money, so that way you can get a food parcel and additional 
assistance for food, y’know? [Thomas (46/m/MA)] 
“Being on the sickness benefit, every three months you’ve got to go and renew it. So, you’ve 
got to go and see your doctor and your GP and get it renewed. But they’re not too bad; they’ll 
let you pay it off as well so you can pay it off: ten dollars a week or something like that.” 
[Craig (54/m/P)] 
“I’m on an invalid’s benefit [SLA], and I have been for a number of years owing to my heart. 
But, because of that, I can work for only six hours a week, so that throws me out for gaining 
any extra that I need to go and get some food.” [Sharon (58/f/P)] 
 
 Figure 12: Hidden costs. 
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People’s experiences also revealed how the poverty trap was not merely due to financial 
reasons. Poverty involved time and energy poverty: 
the amount of time that is spent by beneficiaries particularly, and satisfying the 
paperwork, the rigmarole […] because there’s multiple visits, and you have to 
go and see three, four different places, and get paperwork from there, there, 
there, and there, and then you have to then walk it all back into the WINZ office. 
[…] So this is now the end of the day and […] then, when you come back with 
all the paperwork, you still then have to sit there and wait and then finally 
someone, “Yeah, okay, we’ll get it processed.” But you still don’t know […] 
sometimes they screw up; sometimes it can take them up to a week to do it, 
y’know? [Thomas (46/m/MA)] 
It involved access poverty and knowledge poverty:  
And if you didn’t have a printer at home, how are you going to do it? If you 
didn’t have the Internet to be able to access your stuff, how are you going to do 
it? If you had nobody, y’know? If you didn’t understand what you were reading 
or what you were being asked for, you’ve got no hope. [Liz (33/f/P)] 
It involved the poverty of assistance and support and thereby opportunities (see figure 
13): “I don’t know how it’s ever going to be fixed or if it can be, like, no amount of 
money is gonna change: it’s the people that need to change and the support around 
them, I think” [Maia (27/f/MA)]. Rawiri (49/m/MA), who had used foodbanks “500” 
times over 35 years, shared this sentiment: 
it’s not just because I can’t feed myself. There’s also, “Shit, I can’t pay my bills” 
or, “Shit, I have an addiction,” “I have a gambling problem.” There’s all sorts of 
poverties out there. Poverty is not because you don’t have any money. That’s 
what they try and look at it as the essence, but it’s not about the money: it’s 
about what’s behind the money. [Rawiri] 
 
“[Poverty is] no means of support.” [Karen (70/f/NZ-M)] 
“I was made redundant three times and once I got sick there was nothing there for me […] 
there was nowhere I could go and say, ‘Hey, look, where can I go to get help?’” [Sharon 
(58/f/NZ-EU)] 
“if they actually made it easier and actually helped more to find a job, I think they’d have less 
people on the benefit.” [Rebecca (37/f/NZ-EU)] 
Figure 13: Lack of support. 
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Participants discussed how the poverty trap was also historically grounded. Mike 
(57/m/P), who was on SLP and had depended on foodbanks all his life, had become 
stuck because of past circumstances: he had been kicked out of school, institutionalised, 
spent time in jail, and separated from his partner. 
Well, because I had children and I’m not with their mother and I wasn’t getting 
any money for having the kids, because I wasn’t seeing them—if I don’t see 
them over 121 days, I don’t get any money for the kids—it makes it hard. That’s 
why I had to go to foodbanks, and before that, I was paying the bills—high 
rents—and before that, it was a life event [mental health]. It’s made it hard to 
find work, because I’ve got a psychiatric record and a criminal record and it 
doesn’t help find work. [Mike] 
Iosefa (51/m/SA) described how he had been wrongfully convicted and received an 
eight-year sentence, which had seriously affected his ability to change his 
circumstances: 
having the criminal record is not an easy thing, to try and find a job. My last job, 
I worked as a supervisor for [company name], but I lied and didn’t put down that 
I had a criminal conviction, ‘cos I had been looking for several jobs and that, 
and I kept getting knocked back, so I just thought, “I’m gonna lie; not gonna get 
this job anyway.” It’s the one that you get! […] But, then, of course, they did the 
police vetting and so it came back and then I lost my job. [Iosefa] 
Tony (62/m/MA) was on SLP. He was looking for work, but unsure at his age what 
employment he could get: “it’s just coasting through time now.”5 Having gone to jail in 
Ōtautahi-Christchurch, and currently in legal proceedings to clear his name for a 
miscarriage of justice, he was now in the process of rebuilding his life and used food 
charity as a way in which to save money in order to achieve this. He described how it 
was hard for people to escape a life of crime: 
they [ex-convicts] get these steps of freedom, which is $350, which is supposed 
to tide you over until you get your first benefit, which is a two-week stand-down 
or something like that. Of course, what they do is they go out and spend that 
money, not on essentials—what you need—and so they go for their drugs and 
alcohol and sooner rather than later they find themselves completely broke with 
no money coming in unforeseeable, y’know? So how do they get money? The 
 
5 A/NZ residents are eligible for the Super NZ at 65 years old. 
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only way they know with no job. So it’s a revolving door. They basically just 
end up in jail again. [Tony] 
The historical grounding of poverty involved its intergenerationality. Salvation Army’s 
Community Ministries Manager described how people were appearing of a second and 
third generation, while the CSS representative explained that those who appear for help 
reflected “the power of socialisation”: “it’s all they know.” 
Anahera (49/f/MA) described how her son was now struggling despite being in a “pretty 
good job”: “I think that’s my main worry for when it comes to the kids—how’s my 
grandkids going to get on when they get older?” For William (69/m/P), who had used 
foodbanks for “decades,” obtaining outside assistance was what he had grown-up with: 
“I had so many dealings with agencies and trying to access food parcels and at WINZ 
over virtually a lifetime.” He had not been able to escape the cycle: “my mother and I, 
unfortunately, we lived off the smell of an oily rag, and she died in 2006 and virtually 
I’ve followed the same pattern.” Iosefa (51/m/SA) had been born in Samoa and moved 
to A/NZ with his family when a child. He described how his children had followed his 
path:  
It’s probably because it’s all they’ve known. They don’t know any other way. 
It’s an intergenerational thing […] Like, for me, for instance: I was on a benefit, 
my daughter was on a benefit, then my son was on a benefit. [Iosefa] 
The destructiveness of intergenerationality was particularly prominent in the 
experiences of Māori participants. The following were observations made by two young 
Māori mothers, Manaia (29/f/MA) and Ana (27/f/MA): 
these are just people who don’t have the skills to go and get a job to help 
themselves to go and study or, y’know, they don’t have the motivation to do 
anything. Yeah. School was too hard for them. In and out of school, didn’t even 
go to school. So, I guess it just starts from there, eh? From when you’re young. 
If school was too hard, then you’re not gonna bother, ‘cos you’re gonna think 
courses and university will be just as hard. If you want to get a job, you have to 
just, I dunno, stick it out, go and study, find a job, anything. Yeah. The show 
starts from when you’re born! The lifestyle you’ve been brought up in, I guess. 
[Manaia] 
some of the families that use these [foodbanks] are like generational, y’know? 
It’s come down the generations, so even to break that cycle in itself would be a 
huge achievement, ‘cos that’s their normal, is you use foodbanks and stuff, but 
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how do we shift the thinking so that their normal is, “Fuck. I’m going to crack it 
and have my own business”? [Ana] 
Rawiri (49/m/MA), who had been in and out of the prison system, was acutely aware of 
his disadvantages as a Māori and of the intergenerational nature of this disadvantage. 
When asked what he understood by inequality, he replied, “I’m Māori, bro. Fuck. 
Stereotyping and shit. It’s life; it’s life.” 
They’re [the government] not about trying to fix the person; if they’re actually 
thinking of fixing the person, they might have better outcomes, rather than just 
throwing them by the wayside and locking the key, if you know what I mean. 
They’re doing it to a lot of young people now. The cycle is being repeated. You 
gotta remember these cycles been going for one hundred and seventy-eight years 
in this country, let alone another countries, it’s been going longer. [Rawiri] 
He had recently been placed within a state house after being homeless, and reflected on 
the need for support beyond the material:  
But yet they’re not fixing the root of the problem, which is basically my mental 
state and my addictions, which is the root of the problem. And they know 
eventually that I’m going to fuck up […] It’s a déjà vu thing. It’s like, I’ve been 
here before, but I haven’t. […] It’s [the house] material and it’s around me and I 
feel it, but yet it’s not mine, because I know at any moment it could be taken off 
of me or I could lose it by going to prison. So, no matter which way I walk, it’s 
still about the government […] Whether I’m in this house or whether I don’t, 
I’m still going to be on that poverty line no matter what. Whether I’ve got a 
home or not. There’s no me rising above it, because there’s no incentives. 
They’ve put me at a point where it’s like, I’m the only one who can screw it up 
now. [Rawiri] 
Maria (35/f/BRA) was a PhD student originally from Brazil. She was currently on an 
interim visa and unable to work; she had savings and her husband had found casual 
work, but the money was not enough to support them and their child. Due to her South 
American background, Maria had a particularly interesting viewpoint on the historical 
grounding of poverty: 
Sometimes we have the illusion that people have equal grounds, because jobs 
are out there and they have to apply; education is for free if we go. But we don’t 
think about the historical conditions that whole communities and whole ethnic 
groups were marginalised. When I think of inequality, I think of how many 
groups have historically been constructed in marginalised ways, and I think of 
countries that relied on slavery or countries that were colonised, and [they] were 
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always usually the native people and the people who were brought to work as 
slaves; they were historically […] treated in marginalised ways. And I don’t 
think they are giving the same opportunities now, in current days, where there is 
no marginalisation and no colonisations, giving them the same jobs or 
opportunities, I see this as very unequal. I see this as an inequality. There is a 
historical thing that is shaping a person’s access to resources. [Maria] 
Rawiri (49/m/MA) discussed further how opportunities had been curbed by historical, 
structural, and financial factors, as well as societal stigmas: 
Every moment we speak, someone’s making decisions about someone else’s 
life: a judge is saying, “You’re going to prison, blah, blah, blah.” A policeman’s 
arresting, “You’re coming with me; you’re under arrest.” MSD [Ministry of 
Social Development] saying, “Sorry, you gotta go to the church [foodbank].” 
And these are all entities of a government which is all about making the 
almighty dollar. [Rawiri] 
He philosophically reflected on how, when you are poor, choice is an illusion. And this 
lack of choice and control undermines people’s chances of getting out of poverty. And, 
as a Māori, this lack of choice and control was particularly palpable to him: 
I chose to do those things […] which put me in front of a justice system, and 
then they’ve made their choices to put me in prison. But when I look at it, I had 
no choice from the day I was born. I was put into a system that wasn’t mine and 
still isn’t mine, but I had to live with it to survive. [Rawiri] 
And when he did make efforts to change, he felt prevented from doing so: “I call them 
back stops: every time I try and move forward and get to the next place, I always get 
pushed back because it’s like, ‘We can’t have him in our system. God forbid!’” 
How poverty had robbed people of their choices was apparent in regard to the 
limitations it placed on potential directions they could take and how they could 
prioritise: being able to make the “right” decision could be harder to execute because it 
would culminate in exacerbating their poverty. For example, Rebecca (37/f/P) spoke of 
how leaving an abusive relationship had led her to needing food charity: 
It’s just been this past year and a half [using foodbanks], ‘cos it was about half a 
year before then that I’d broken up with my ex, who’s my daugther’s father, due 
to abuse. So, after I left him and went off on my own, basically, that’s when I 
started to need to use foodbanks, ‘cos, as I said, they [WINZ] don’t give enough, 
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so that kind of leaves you with not much choice, not much option, but to have to 
do that. [Rebecca] 
Another example was getting off the benefit: 
pay a man a decent wage and he’ll go to work. He’s got something to get up 
[for]. I don’t want to get up at 50 years old, waking up every day and slaving my 
guts out at 50 years old for $16 an hour. I’d just rather sit on the benefit. [Rawiri 
(49/m/MA)] 
Or visiting the doctor, as raised up by Helen (53/f/P) and Olivia (–/f/P): “I need to go to 
the doctor again, but I can’t go so that’s that; that’s the way it is” [Helen]; “A lot of 
them here have got medical problems and are on waiting lists, physically not able to do 
a lot of things, and some of them have very, very tough lives” [Olivia]. Deborah had 
delayed going to the doctor for the sake of her husband’s health: “I’ll put off my 
doctoring things for his sake, ‘cos I know he’s constantly got to go.” 
Shane (25/m/P) had postponed a visit to the dentist for too long: “I’ve got some teeth 
ripped out at the back. I’ve got my wisdom teeth out and […] some other teeth were 
decayed.” As Olivia (–/f/P) astutely pointed out, 
I mean a lot of them in there [at the food bank], not only are they not able to 
afford food [but] because of their teeth, some of them can’t eat it. They can only 
eat soup without any lumps and all that sort of thing. They can’t eat, like, an 
apple, because of the state of their teeth. […] I think WINZ gives you money to 
have your teeth taken out. I think they’ll pay for an extraction, but not to have 
them repaired. Yeah, I think they will give you money to have an extraction, but 
not actually have a full root canal or a full dental care system […] So then the 
problem then becomes: not only you can’t afford food, you can’t eat it. [Olivia] 
6.3.1.1 Poverty mentality 
For two of the students interviewed, Maria (35/f/BRA), a PhD candidate, and Logan 
(20/m/USA), an undergraduate, there was not that same emotional attachment to the 
“poverty” they had found themselves in: their student poverty was fleeting; it did not 
instil a deep-seated apprehensiveness. Logan was receiving two university grants and 
had not felt awkward approaching the Otago University Students’ Association (OUSA) 
foodbank; quite the opposite, he came across as very blasé: “I don’t think it’s weird or 
anything.” His university payment was simply late. 
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However, most participants described in detail the emotional and mental toll of poverty, 
and how the repercussions of this had trapped them further, as harshly depicted by 
Manaia (29/f/MA): 
I guess it [poverty] is a state of mind. If you put yourself down or feel like 
you’re down or you’re worth nothing […] You just need to change your state of 
mind to get out of it, but then it’s hard to do that as well. You can’t just change 
your mind and say, “I’m gonna do this, I can do this, I can do that.” Because it’s 
just gonna go back to what you usually know, what you usually do. […] You 
can, or anyone can, get themselves out of or get yourself up there if you help 
yourself, but then it’s hard to help yourself sometimes, with all the stress and 
worry and daily life. It’s hard to just change your state of mind when there’s 
everything going [on] around you and probably people you hang out with, 
people you talk to, anybody: you can go right back down to nothing again. 
[Manaia] 
Karen (70/f/MA) was now receiving NZ Super and had been obtaining a food parcel 
from CSS for two years on a weekly basis. Although, as with John, she felt financially 
better off with the pension, she was still unable to save. She portrayed a bleak existence 
for the elderly: 
I also see some people are struggling to the point that they must be so, so 
depressed; I just don’t know how they get through their days. And I see older 
women, which I think is quite shocking that they’re at retirement age: they’ve 
got no money; they haven’t eaten, all this sort of thing. Some of them have got 
illnesses. I just don’t know how they cope. Which makes you then think about 
the suicide rates that are in New Zealand. We do have higher suicide rates and is 
that contributing to it all? [Karen] 
The experiences revealed the emotional barriers constructed through the shame and 
stigma of being poor. David (52/m/P) had been able to reflect on the “mistakes” he had 
made, and his fall from a job in which he had earned “$6000 a week” to homelessness 
and reliance on food charity: 
So it was an absence of forethought and an absence of forward planning where 
this great pocket of wealth was squeezed very quickly for candle, candle, 
burning bright. And it was a very bright time and then the dust shifted in a 
matter of time, and I ended up in a different place and a different experience, 
unable to manage it at that point, so arriving at the foodbank. [David] 
263 
 
What was striking was his sense of social failure: “the whole internal monologue, which 
was going on with me is, ‘Is this how far I have fallen?’” He evaluated how feeling like 
this can deeply affect a person’s psyche: 
depression is nothing but self-anger, and to feel like you are failing in society, 
and it’s part of that unspoken treatus that we have with society: “You will work, 
you will labour, you’ll pay your taxes, and you’ll be supported.” But if, for 
whatever reasons, you’re unable to function as a worker or a provider and 
everything that that means […] it’s a new wound, it’s a new scar for many 
people, and it was definitely new for me. [David] 
A number of participants commented on how they did not appreciate being made to 
“feel poor” when approaching a food parcel service: “I felt like a poor person going in 
there; I didn’t feel like I was at the same level; I felt like I was poor” [Ana (27/f/MA)]. 
When asked about stigmas surrounding foodbank use, Manaia (29/f/MA), who had used 
Mosgiel foodbank three times that year, immediately asked, “Like being poor?” Andy 
(60/m/P) had been using foodbank for about eight years; he had not told his family that 
he obtained food parcels because “[y]ou don’t wanna make out you’re poor.” Likewise, 
Craig (54/m/P), who had been using foodbanks for thirty years, had been careful not to 
make it public; he had struggled even while working due to low wages as a labourer: 
“The embarrassing bit is, I know other people use them as well, people who I know 
personally […] with other people, some people, I just don’t mention it or anything like 
that, ‘cos, y’know, I don’t know what they’d think.” 
Poverty was also described as isolating (see figure 14). One way was through the 
inability to partake in certain social activities: “You go to work, you come home, and 
that’s it, ‘cos you can’t financially go anywhere else” [Sharon (58/f/P)]. It was also 
described as socially excluding, for example, through the Othering that resulted from 
 
I haven’t got a lot of time for social contact. I don’t go to pubs, I don’t have the 
money to go to bars, y’know? I don’t go to nightclubs or cafés: I’m past that. So, 
basically, they just leave well enough alone and just don’t talk to me, and basically 
I’m just there in the background, y’know: come and go. [Wayne (45/m/P)] 
“It is not ideal living on a benefit; I mean, I’d rather go to work, y’know” It’s not just food: it 
affects yourself worse, y’know? Your whole, ‘What am I going to do today when-?’ […] 
You’re left feeling out of place.” [Helen (53/f/P)] 
 
Figure 14: Poverty and isolation. 
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the stigma and shame around needing and asking for a food parcel: “you’re kind of 
pushed in a way towards, sort of like, criminality, poverty, stigmatised, and then people 
see you as this product of this irrational kind of not good background” [Iosefa 
(51/m/SA)].  
Sharon (58/f/P), who had been receiving a food parcel from CSS weekly over a period 
of three years, described how she had even been excluded from foodbank assistance: 
“I’d been refused by so many people, [I] didn’t have the strength to keep trying, ‘cos 
when you get told over and over again, you just feel, well, what’s the point?” 
Social exclusion also revealed itself through people feeling like they lacked a voice. 
Deborah (58/f/P) had been using foodbanks sporadically for 35 years; currently, both 
she and her husband, who was suffering from mental health issues, were unemployed: 
Some people, higher earners and ones that are rich, seem to be able to have their 
say more the poor ones: they’ve got no say ‘cos they don’t have the lawyers, the 
money to get what they want. And they don’t even know their rights, ‘cos they 
don’t have the lawyers, yeah. [Deborah (58/f/P)] 
A few participants even expressed gratitude at being interviewed because they felt they 
were finally being heard (see figure 15). Hayan (34/f/SYR) and Rifat (36/m/SYR), a 
Syrian couple who had been relocated with their five children to Ōtepoti-Dunedin as 
refugees, wanted the public to “better understand the problems that families are facing 
in life” [Rifat]. They found the benefit they were receiving was not enough, but were 
presently unable to work because of the language barrier and the fact that Hayan was 
recovering from a miscarriage. 
 
I think you’re doing good in community with this documentation to let the people at 
the top or whatever on this subject know that there’s a need out there and I’m only 
one of a few– one of many and there’s a lot worse off than me. I see them even in 
this town here. Some of them are too scared to go and ask for help. People have got 
to go up to them and take them by the hand and say, “Come on.” [Andy (60/m/P)] 
“Someone actually wants to know about foodbanks and I want to say my part and why I use 
foodbanks.” [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
“You’re basically becoming the voice of the people who don’t have the voice themselves, 
when people don’t allow them to be the voice. So it’s really, really great that you’re actually 





Figure 15: Voice through research. 
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Isolation and social exclusion revealed themselves in loneliness. Tracey (34/f/P) was a 
mother on SLP who had been coming to CSS for support for 17 years since her first 
pregnancy; she had been obtaining food, but also assistance raising her children. She 
explained her situation: “I’m living at home by myself and I’m by myself all the time, 
so I thought I’d come in and meet people [at the CSS].” This sentiment was echoed by 
Sharon (58/f/P): “If you had a really bad day, who do you get to support you? Who can 
you ring? That’s not there; it’s still not there or you have to go on a waiting list for five 
months.” 
The openness and vulnerability of some participants also reflected a sense of loneliness, 
especially through their desire to talk about traumatic experiences, and volunteer 
sensitive information, expressing genuine emotion to the point of tears on two occasions 
when only asked about their food parcel experiences.  
Isolation and social exclusion also revealed themselves through a recognised lack of 
societal empathy and understanding:  
Policy only goes so far: it’s behaviour of human beings, and human beings as a 
rule are okay, but there are many times where human compassion just isn’t 
strong enough. You can be compassionate […] but it’s not until it actually 
affects you, until you have been touched by that tragedy—by that loss, by that 
misfortune—not until you’ve been touched by it, do you understand the meaning 
of it. [David (52/m/P)] 
Wayne (45/m/P) explained that he was unable to work because that would lead to an 
increase in rent for his housing New Zealand flat. Struggling with alcoholism and a 
number of long-term physical ailments, he felt dehumanised by the systems supposed to 
support him: “You’re just a statistic number. You’re allocated that much amount every 
week and that’s to keep you away from society, and they close the doors to you [so] you 
can’t get in, and there is no community to help for you.” 
Tim (28/m/P) also pinpointed the lack of empathy and connection from others as being 
due to the fact that “[p]eople only see it from a very outside view.” Anahera (49/f/MA), 
who, struggling on a benefit to provide for herself and her children, was attempting to 
find work and relying on family support, shared this opinion:  
it’s not as easy as they think it is. I mean, if they put themselves in a person’s 
shoes that hasn’t got that much money, they may find that they might have to go 
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there [the foodbanks] more than we did, y’know, because they’re so used to 
having that money on the side. [Anahera] 
This level of empathy was, in fact, a revelation had by Maria (35/f/BRA). Now that she 
had gained an “inside” view, she felt able to empathise with others in that situation; 
before, she felt her colonial worldview had impeded her: 
Brazil is a colonised country, so we unfortunately have colonised ways of 
thinking. I think that I didn’t know I had those thinking in play. But I think 
that’s how culture operates and how identity operates and how I saw my role in 
society in Brazil. So, I think we have a hierarchical way of seeing people 
because of this colonial way of seeing ourselves in the world. Unfortunately, I 
don’t think that’s a good thing. I think it is underpinning relationships in Brazil. 
[…] Unfortunately, my mind still operates this way. Although, I constantly [try] 
to challenge it. When I decided to work with [the] social programme, I tried to 
constantly challenge it: I worked with communities, I would sleep there, but, in 
the back of my mind, there was still the positioning [of] myself. [Maria] 
I think now, if I got back [to Brazil] and work with social programmes again, I 
think I would see things differently and approach things differently, because I 
am in the situation of the people that are recipients of food boxes, y’know? 
[Maria] 
William (69/m/P), on the other hand, had a deep-rooted empathy for those depending on 
grants and food parcels as someone who had financially and mentally struggled his 
whole life: 
I’m afraid some of the side of people’s characters is really shocking; the way 
they put people down who are trying to do their best. They can’t provide 
themselves with necessities and occasionally they do have to use agencies or 
WINZ, and it’s really through no fault of their own; it’s just their circumstances. 
[William] 
When asked where he thought an intolerant attitude came from, he said he felt it was 
innate, yet cultivated by the social surroundings: 
I think it’s a bad trait of human nature where people themselves have probably 
worked very hard and they feel aggrieved that somebody like me or others 
should be getting food for not doing virtually anything in return, and virtually 
getting a hand out […] and they would look at me or others and think, “Oh, 
what’s wrong with him? Why can’t he earn a living?” And they make 
judgements that they don’t even have a clue of the background of the person. 
They make these very flippant, nasty judgements that we are all parasites and we 
are all having to make the taxpayer flip the bill for us. [William] 
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He felt, however, that people should attempt to understand and appreciate that there 
were other reasons to poverty beyond the stigma: “Honestly, I just find people so 
narrow-minded a lot of them. I can turn around to them and say, ‘Well, look, hey: there 
but for the grace of God go I. Oh, I need to say that a bit more, instead of being so 
judgemental.’” 
Wayne (45/m/P) had left school when he was 16 years old and worked out at sea as a 
deckhand for four years. On his return to A/NZ, he had had a mental breakdown, and 
was still struggling with manic depression and bipolar disorder. Wayne had been in the 
mental health system for the past thirty years and felt particularly isolated due to this: 
“I’ve just been alone all my life with everything that I’ve been through, and I’m just so 
used to being alone.” 
There is no community support once you get down where I am. You tend to get 
looked on as [if] you’re nothing, and you’re just not worth anything, so they just 
turn away from them; they won’t do anything. […] People don’t care about each 
other because they just look at you like you’re just not worth it. Social prejudice. 
Attitudes. Just society in general. People’s mind-sets. Just the way things are. 
The way you look, the way you act. And just their own mind-set and how they 
are. New Zealand’s community spirit: not down here, and not down here in the 
lower areas on the dole areas, no community spirit down here on the invalid’s 
[SLP] or unemployment benefit, y’know? It doesn’t exist. [Wayne] 
For some, the lack of compassion was indicative of individualism (see figure 16 on page 
268). There was also the cumulative exclusion that came from the consequences—and, 
at the same time, the causes—of societal exclusion. One prominent example was drug 
dependency: “they’re all out there. No-one to help them. And they won’t go and get it. 
They go to the bottle or the drugs” [Andy (60/m/P)]. As Mike (57/m/P) pointed out, “a 
lot of people take drugs and alcohol for a reason”: it was both a symptom of exclusion 
and a cause. At the same time, it filled the existential void: Mateo (45/m/MA), who was 
an alcoholic, described it as, “you get lost. Like a happy lost.” Andy’s (60/m/P) 
alcoholism had been a source of disconnection for him: “relationships never lasted of 
course.” Yet, he also found meaning within his habit: 
 Andy:  I’ve gotta have something.  
Interviewer: What will you have once you’ve given drink up? 
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Andy: I don’t know. I’m working through that. I don’t know. It’s not 
easy. 
Another example of a consequence and/or cause of social exclusion were mental health 
issues: 
things have been put in their life that have hurt them and damaged them and it’s 
just put them on a downward spiral, y’know, of mental illness [...] they’re not 
well enough to look after themselves; but they’re not bad people, like, they’re 
not gonna go and shoot someone; they’re not gonna kill people; […] they don’t 
know how to look after themselves, so where can they be? [Natalie (46/f/P)] 
Thomas (46/m/MA) suffered from borderline personality disorder and had struggled to 
find treatment in Ōtepoti-Dunedin. He recounted the disconnection that can result from 
mental health and addiction, both “habits” of poverty: 
if you’re a long-term beneficiary, y’know, and you’ve got mental health needs 
and things like that, people are just like, “Well, no, no, no: you’re not our 
problem, you’re their problem, go ask them, they’ll help you,” sort of thing. And 
if they’re not helping you, if mental health aren’t coming along and sorting this 
out for you, well, then, clearly, y’know, you don’t actually deserve the help. 
[Thomas] 
Andy (60/m/P) had also battled with mental health issues, and discussed the 
disconnection brought about by mental health compounded with exclusion from society: 
 
“I think we have to get away from too much individual, ‘This is my bank account; this is what 
I got.’” [Steven (57/m/P)] 
“I think it’s sort of all me, me, and what I want, and money is the be all, and end all and it’s 
not the people anymore.” [Sharon (58/f/P)] 
“The community spirit is perhaps gone; people don’t care about anybody else other than 
themselves.” [Olivia (–/f/P)] 
“Based on how it’s going at the moment, I think it’s just going to get worse and people are 
going to be more for themselves and are not going to be helping communities out anymore, 
which is actually quite sad.” [Rebecca (37/f/P)] 
“[There needs to be] [j]ust more community; people working together for community […] 
instead of all this separateness, just, y’know, people working together […] ‘cos it all revolves 
around money, doesn’t it? It’s like, hey! Yeah, more sharing: more sharing and caring.” 
[Natalie (46/f/P) ] 
 
 
Figure 16: Lack of empathy and individualism. 
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any bad event that comes along, some of us don’t handle it well, and especially 
those of us who don’t have a lot of social contacts and we live alone as I do. 
Virtually, I am alone; I am not one to socialise at all. So, when you have to sort 
of try and contain to yourself from bad events, when you have to deal with it 
yourself, it can be very, very trying. But that’s life, isn’t it? [Andy] 
Chris (32/m/P) was on the SLP for mental health issues and had used foodbanks an 
“untold” number of times from the age of 16 years old. He shared how he had felt 
suicidal in the past due to his situation and recounted a particularly tragic story: 
One of my best friends: she was one of the food bankers. She used to get 
discriminated all the time. She just gave up. She killed herself. One of the best 
chicks I’d ever known. […] They took her kids off her again and that was shit; 
that set her off the deep end. She’d only just got them back through court. She 
told me she’d had enough of starving. Same thing, just can’t afford food. She 
always had enough food for her kids and stuff, just not herself. [Chris] 
Rawiri (49/m/MA) also spoke of how poverty had led to the death of people he had 
known: “I like the life that I have today, y’know? It’s not what it’s meant to be, but I’ll 
take it because I’m still alive. I have a lot of mates that aren’t here because of poverty, 
because of lack of mental health.” 
Alternatively, these forms of debilitation, the emotional and mental toll, were bound 
within an apparent acceptance of poverty. Firstly, its acceptance within society. When 
asked how it would be possible to get rid of foodbanks, a number of participants could 
not imagine that it would be possible: “I don’t think there will ever be an end to them, I 
think there’s always a need for them” [Craig (54/m/P)]; “I don’t think it’ll ever happen” 
[Eleanor (66/f/P)]; “I just think it’s always gonna be there now” [Brian (42/m/P)]. 
Secondly, its acceptance by those who were poor: “in a way the weird thing is, I’ve 
been poor for so long I think I’d miss it. I don’t know if I’d actually survive being rich 
anyway” [Chris (32/m/P)]. Mateo (45/m/MA) had been trying to rebuild his life after 
moving to Ōtepoti-Dunedin following the Ōtautahi-Christchurch earthquake in 2011; 
his children had gone into care after their mother, suffering from post-natal depression, 
attacked them. He obtained a food parcel up to twice a week and discussed plans to start 
his own business, yet also described how it was good to remain in the same space as, 
that way, there was no comparison: “it’s kind of good not to move forward […] ‘You in 
the same place?’ Yes, yes I am.” For Rawiri (49/m/MA), poverty was his life: “Who 
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wants to live in poverty all the time? But, y’know, to me, I’m quite happy being poor, 
‘cos it’s all I’ve known.” However, Andy (60/m/P) had accepted his lot because he no 
longer saw how change was possible: “So, you can’t, at my age, just turn life around 
and say, ‘I’ll settle down and get married and have kids’: that’s all gone.” 
6.4 Structural Damage 
When asked if the government should be involved in addressing the issue of domestic 
hunger as opposed to food charity, Manaia’s (29/f/MA) first response was, “I don’t 
know what they have to do with it.” Tim (28/m/P) also felt that it was not an issue for 
the state, but because it was already being addressed by charities: “It’s not really 
something that the government would be really involved in. It seems to be taken over by 
non-governmental organisations, charities, and I think that’s done deliberately now so 
that they can avoid that kind of thing.” Steven (57/m/P) who, after struggling to find 
work, had decided to return to studying in order to pursue new job opportunities, also 
questioned the role of the state: “Housing pressures, food parcels: when I heard that I 
thought, that makes it hard. […] Can the government provide all that? It’s trying. And 
should they? That’s the other question.” Barry (41/m/P), who had been using foodbanks 
for three years since he stopped working, explained, 
They don’t really have much of a role, do they? I mean obviously, like, the 
employment, if you want to get a job, y’know, you do the work and get paid for 
it. The government isn’t designed to help everybody, are they? […] You have to 
go out and get a job; […] you can’t just sit on your arse and have everything, 
y’know, handed to you: life doesn’t work like that. Yeah, I mean obviously the 
government does have a bit part, but, yeah, it takes a big bit of push. [Barry] 
Alan (64/m/P) was on the SLP and had been receiving a food parcel from CSS on a 
weekly basis for the past half a year. His views on welfare were simply that, “[t]he 
church should do it really.”  
However, there was also realisation of state inaction: “Seems to me that people are all 
aware, but nothing’s really changing” [Olivia (–/f/P)]. When asked about the state’s role 
in addressing domestic hunger, Wayne (45/m/P) answered, “That’s just total neglect.” 
And there was recognition that this inaction was putting people into appalling situations 
in regard to food charity: “The whole process of having to go and beg for food is a 
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whole undignified process anyway. I think the government needs to buck up its ideas” 
[Iosefa (51/m/SA)]. 
Likewise, there was acknowledgment of the need for the state to take action: “if 
someone’s hungry and can’t afford enough food then, unfortunately, unless the 
government steps up and helps those people more, they’re going to be stuck in the same 
situation” [Rebecca (37/f/P)]. And recognition of structural failures, as raised by Zak 
(22/m/SYR), a former Syrian refugee who, while residing in Lebanon before being 
relocated to Ōtepoti-Dunedin, had been working 13 hour shifts to help support his 
family of ten: “hunger is a problem caused by governments and regimes.” Or, as Tane 
(45/m/MA) bluntly put it, “I hate the system, man. The system’s fucked. They got 
people they’re flying into fuckin’ space and they can’t even deal with the shit down 
here.” 
Thomas (46/m/MA) recognised that “the government’s mismanagement is what’s 
creating this imbalance, which is then causing people to end up having to come and rely 
upon charity,” and described foodbanks as “an indictment upon New Zealand society”: 
it’s the government’s responsibility to make sure that we have an economy and 
an environment and surroundings where people aren’t in desperate need so much 
that they need to rely upon donated food […] from charity to eat. […] I mean, a 
country that has people homeless not by choice—because you can be homeless 
by choice which is a different story—a country that has homeless not by choice, 
who have, y’know, people sleeping in cars and people who can’t feed 
themselves or their own children, that is not a successful country. That is a 
country that is struggling, y’know. So all of these things, they are symptoms of a 
country that’s not doing as well as it should be or as it claims to be doing. […] 
That’s where it’s the government’s responsibility; that’s where it’s their job. 
Obviously, it’s not the government’s job to make sure everybody has food in 
their cupboards; that would be a real nanny state or Big Brother, y’know? It’s 
their job to create the environment where the people won’t need to go to charity. 
[Thomas] 
As did David (52/m/P): 
to have an expanding need for foodbanks, which is always being outstripped—
the need is always outstripping the supply—is an indication of significant social 
“unwellness”; of callousness, poor attention span, bad planning, over-
population. It’s not slipping through the cracks: this is a broken machine; this is 
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a significantly broken mechanism, which I don’t think was ever really 
manufactured to be as overburdened as it is now. [David] 
David acknowledged foodbanks as an inadequate replacement for state support: “when 
there is such a tissue thin mechanism as foodbanks—that’s tissue thin; that’s easily 
broken; that’s perforated in many places—it does not support the existing need, let 
alone a catastrophic need.” 
There was also recognition that the need for foodbanks was beyond simply the fault of 
the individual. John (68/m/P), who described himself as a socialist, discussed the 
structural issues in depth: 
because there’s quite a bit of comments online about […] the personal 
responsibility thing being the reason people are in these situations. They’re in 
that situation because of the macro, but they might be stuck in it because of the 
victim thing, the victimhood. [John] 
Ana (27/f/MA) was particularly vocal as to the need to revaluate the current political 
and social set-up:  
if you have the same things out there, the same results are gonna be produced; 
[…] no change is going to come about. So, […] if you take something away, 
bring a change, and see what happens. But, yeah, if it’s just the same, you’re 
going to have the same stuff going over and over: nothing will change. [Ana] 
Ana’s sentiment, “everything’s become a business,” was shared by Rawiri 
(49/m/MA)—“It’s all about the money”—as was the need for change: 
The reason why we are in poverty: it was manmade. The only way you’re gonna 
get out of poverty is the same thing: create something different. Man can make 
it, but they just don’t wanna do it. I’m talking about the government; all these 
fullas and these ministries and then these corporations: it’s all about them 
making money. [Rawiri] 
6.5 Summary 
These ordeals paint the stark reality of people who are not only living in poverty, but 
stuck in impoverished circumstances. This indigence extended beyond simply a lack of 
money and framed their lived experiences. The interviews revealed how hunger and 
food parcel reliance are both entrenched within extreme precarity and social exclusion 
and, simultaneously, perpetuate them. Uncertainty, hardship, and a lack of agency 
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around food were part of wider precarious experiences of the social determinants of 
domestic hunger, most notably income and housing. What was also apparent through 
the interviews was that human dignity was being markedly jeopardised in regard to 
autonomy, participation, and social recognition. 
Participants described how they lacked sufficient income for day-to-day living. Their 
inability to save money had left them unable to plan, and the bane of many participants’ 
lives was the unexpected bill. Yet, the unexpected bills cited—doctor consultation, car 
mechanic appointment, new appliance—were arguably not “unexpected”: it could be 
assumed that at a certain point a doctor’s appointment would be necessary, the car 
would malfunction, or an appliance break. There was a sense of powerlessness in their 
labelling of such bills in this way: there was nothing they could do about it. And, in 
reality, there was not, because the financial capability—let alone budgeting ability—
was not present. 
Within these sub-standard parameters, participants had found that they were unable to 
engage fully in society, trapped by financial as well as time and energy constraints; left 
to grapple with the indignity of the social, economic, and/or political barriers in place, 
both in practical and, as will be elaborated on below, emotional terms. Not only had 
their inability to afford life’s necessities curbed their ability to take part fully in the 
economic, social, cultural, and political components of life, but, due to their poverty, 
they had then been socially excluded: people felt alienated because of their socio-
economic position instead of being recognised as needing assistance, trapping them 
further outside the normal boundaries of society, and exacerbating their situations, as 
expressed by Kim (36/f/P), who was receiving the SPA and had been using foodbanks 
intermittently for 17 years after moving to Ōtepoti-Dunedin: “Like, oh, they’ve got 
nothing, they’re poor; you don’t feed them”; it sounded as if she were taking about 
hungry pigeons in a park rather than people. For her, attending CSS had been as much 
for the company and a sense of inclusion that she was missing elsewhere as for the food 
parcel. 
Social exclusion was compounded by people feeling they lacked a voice. Some had 
expressed concern that their experiences were not being heard; they felt excluded and 
conveniently silenced: “I also think by not seeing people, you don’t see these situations 
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either, and how they’re living” [Karen (70/f/MA)]. There was also the sense that they 
were not justified in having a voice due to their socio-economic status and social 
standing. One way was in regard to the narrative around personal responsibility and 
individual blame: what came through their experiences was that their assumed inability 
to make the “right” choices and to budget had justified the notion that they were not 
deemed worthy of support, especially from agencies from which they were eligible for 
such support, i.e., WINZ. People had been made to socially pay for their poverty and 
bad circumstances through both their WINZ treatment and need to obtain food parcels. 
They clung to the little pleasures they could afford, like the company of a pet, but some 
felt that even these would be deemed lavish. 
Another narrative to reveal itself through the experiences shared was that of the 
(un)deserving poor. Despite it being an archaic, colonial turn of phrase, it was not only 
hidden within the bureaucratic mass of WINZ, but experienced in people’s daily lives: 
here were pockets of people who had fallen through the cracks and seemingly been 
abandoned there. Notably, children were regarded as the most acceptable form of the 
poor, not to blame for the position their parents were in, as will be discussed further in 
chapter 8. However, that adults perceived themselves to be irredeemably at fault had 
resulted in an additional level of marginalisation: people felt that they were not entitled 
to ask for assistance, either from charity or WINZ. 
The narrative that poverty is a choice had been opposed, however: it was clear from the 
interviews that most did not want to be utilising food charity. Instead they were stuck in 
this situation due to financial constraints and societal barriers. But also due to emotional 
and mental constraints: internalisation of the above narratives had shaped and 
influenced participants’ perceptions of their situations, themselves as citizens, and their 
self-worth. Self-blame had stripped people of their dignity, and created a system that 
reinforced exclusion and, in doing so, dependence—a characteristic that they were then 
berated for: poverty had thereby limited the chances participants felt they had to escape 
their poverty. The prejudices and stigmas against those living in poverty were major 
barriers to the effective addressing of this issue and even, as can be seen through 
people’s experiences of WINZ, achieving the full potential of social protection. 
Inevitably, the social, political, and economic obstacles had been overlooked, ignored, 
and disregarded, as had the plethora of accompanying issues that many were having to 
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contend with: mental health issues; emotional barriers; histories of abuse; addiction; 
childcare; discrimination. 
Most participants had to cope with multiple stigmatised identities or “intersectional 
stigma,”6 e.g., financial, ethnicity, mental health. As recognised by those providing the 
food parcels, domestic hunger only reflects one issue, bringing to the fore the 
insufficiency of financial assistance, as expressed by Rawiri (49/m/MA): “They try and 
just put it in one box, and they wonder why it doesn’t work: ‘cos within a box, it will 
only go around so far.” Hunger was demonstrated to be beyond the financial, an issue 
that is not so easily quantified, and to solve the problem was not simply giving people 
money; people felt that solutions must move beyond the economic. These personal 
experiences reflected the need to attend to not only material deprivation, but exclusion 
and voicelessness. 
There was also acknowledgement that they had made their own mistakes, e.g., money 
mismanagement. But, at the same time, participants recognised that the state has 
obligations to assist them, the presence of foodbanks was a failure on the government’s 
part, and they were not granted the same leeway—financially, socially—to make 
mistakes, i.e., to be human; to try and cope with and address difficult circumstances not 
only in the present, but the past, e.g., abuse, colonisation. As Liz (33/f/P) explained, 
“People have lives before they end up at WINZ; you can’t just start afresh and top it off 
and say, ‘Well, this is your budget; make it work.’ If I could’ve got rid of all that stuff, I 
might’ve been able to make it work, but that’s not real.” 
This chapter revealed how embedded and entangled the matter of needing a food parcel 
is within a mass of other social, economic, and personal issues. As acknowledged by 
those running the food parcel operations, the parcel is usually symbolic of other 
problems. What is particularly stark after the previous chapters is the lack of choice, 
promised and held in such high esteem within neoliberal ideology as described in 
chapter 2. People are left living undignified lives, not because they do not make the 
“right” choice, but because, as Rawiri eloquently discusses, they do not have the 
choices to begin. Far from depending on food charity out of choice, it was due to a lack 
 
6 L. Bowleg, “The Problem with the Phrase Women and Minorities: Intersectionality—an Important Theoretical 




of choice: a lack of choice over escaping the poverty trap; a lack of choice over major 
life decisions.  
However, some participants had atomised the indignity of their lives into self-blame: 
there was a sense of acceptance to dire situations. Yet, there was also acknowledgement 
of a lack of state support and the historical reasons behind their inability to escape their 
indigence; there was a sense of disempowerment because of the structural issues at play. 
The detrimental impacts of neoliberal policies and attitudes described in chapters 2 to 4 
could be seen through these interviews: in the materially substandard conditions people 
were contending with and in the self-blaming attitudes that were exacerbating their 
social isolation. A lack of autonomy, participation, and social recognition not only 
reduced human dignity, but exacerbated the unjust circumstances they were expected to 
escape. Therefore, their dignity was affronted before they even had to deal with the 
indignity of asking for food charity. 
This chapter reflected on the multifarious issues involved in peoples’ experiences of 
domestic hunger, adding to the argument that a more complex definition of food 
security is urgently needed, and a more complex appreciation of why people are—and 
remain—food insecure: the stories shared jar particularly against assumptions made 
based on personal failings and responsibility. The themes raised here thereby lay the 
groundwork for the following two chapters, in which I will look more closely at how 
the denial of autonomy, participation, and social recognition are exacerbated further by 
institutions that seek to address domestic hunger—social welfare and food charity—




7   Institutional Disempowerment and 
Inaccessibility 
In the previous chapter, I considered how the participants were struggling to live decent, 
dignified lives, and having to contend not only with financial, but emotional and 
intergenerational pressures. Successive governments have failed to create a social, 
economic, and political environment in which all Aotearoa New Zealand (A/NZ) 
residents are able to possess a decent standard of living. Poverty is materially, socially, 
and emotionally debilitating, compounded by the fact that effective support is lacking 
and many have therefore felt forced to resort to socially unacceptable channels to access   
one of their most basic needs—and rights. 
However, as covered in chapter 4, the unacceptability of food charity has been obscured 
by its cementing into A/NZ’s social framework, aided by government agencies, and its 
own metamorphosis into a more socially palatable institution through its incorporation 
into business models under the guise of additional social causes. This, in turn, has left 
those seeking assistance in emotional binds, which I will consider in this chapter. I aim 
to investigate the relational dynamics of food charity, and the impact of its 
institutionalisation, especially in regard to disempowerment, the emotional toll of 
shame, and the wider ranging implications connected to people’s experiences of hunger 
and the resulting self-blame. I consider the experiences people have had in terms of 
food charity as an institution and how the politics embodied and articulated by and 
within food parcel organisations are experienced by those using their services, revealing 
a disconnect between how the help is given and how it is received. This chapter hones 
in on the importance of access: how access is regulated within the food charity space, 
and consequently reconfigured to fit into neoliberal ideals, as embedded within food 
security, rather than a more traditional philanthropic understanding of “freely giving.” 
In order to achieve this, this chapter is structured around two main developments: the 
normalisation of food charity within the lives of the participants, and the impacts its 
bureaucratisation has had on how they relate to it. Participants exposed the tensions 
brought about through the reconfigurations that had been made within food parcel 
operations as their role has evolved due to these developments, particularly in regard to 
278 
 
the relationship between Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ) and foodbanks; the 
normalisation of food charity within society and within their own lives; and the 
professionalisation of the voluntary sector. I refer in this chapter more to foodbanks 
than food charities generally because it was foodbanks specifically that participants 
were referred to by WINZ and that had tended to become more bureaucratised, as 
opposed to organisations that occasionally provide food parcels. 
7.1 Normalisation 
Food banks are such an engrained part of A/NZ’s social landscape that, when asked if it 
would be possible to rid society of them, many participants could not fathom it as 
feasible (see figure 15). 
Normalisation was apparent in the terminology used by the participants: “foodbank 
agencies” [Thomas (46/m/M)]; “the foodbank system” [Ana (27/f/M)]. Food charity and 
WINZ even sounded interchangeable, as if equally viable options: “So, I turned to the 
foodbanks or go to Work and Income” [Anahera (49/f/M)]. They were even described 
as an entitlement: “I do know that I am entitled to go to them [foodbanks] if I really 
want to” [Eleanor (66/f/P)]. Donna (62/f/P), who was receiving the Supported Living 
 
Barry (41/m/P): No, they couldn’t do that. 
Nicole (26/f/P): Nah, nah: there’s always people struggling, yeah, I mean. 
I don’t think you ever would get rid of them to be honest. […] If you’re working, 
Work and Income won’t help you. They won’t give you a food grant or anything like 
that, ‘cos we tried a long time ago for that and just couldn’t get help when it comes to 
that. [(Brian (42/m/P)] 
I don’t think there will ever be an end to them. I think there’s always a need for them. 
Maybe get the minimum wage up, I don’t know what it is now, is it $17 dollars or 
something like that? Not even that high. [Barry (41/m/P)] 
“I think they always will need to be around. Nah, don’t think you should get rid of them. 
There’s always going to be someone struggling, aye.” [Tane (45/m/MA)] 
“They’ll always be places there with food to give to people in need.” [Onike (29/f/FJI)] 
“That would be great if they could, but that means that everyone needs to be getting enough to 
be able to either grow their own vegetables or, y’know, buy the meat.” [Anahera (49/f/MA)] 
“Like, people would have to get out and earn their money, wouldn’t they? They’d have to earn 
their own wages and then pay for their own food.” [Shane (25/m/P)] 
 
 Figure 15: Ridding society of foodbanks. 
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Payment (SLP) and used Catholic Social Services regularly for a food parcel, as well as 
Salvation Army, explained, “And what I feel, who need to use it more—but it’s their 
pride again—is the elderly. ‘Cos they’re entitled to just what beneficiaries are [in 
reference to food parcels], but they don’t seem to want to do it. It’s their pride.” 
Such terminology extended to how food parcel recipients referred to themselves: “the 
client’s side of the counter” [Thomas (46/m/M)]; “they’re dealing with very vulnerable 
clients” [William (69/m/P)]; 
Craig (54/m/P): They’d call you clients […] I was at Salvation Army and 
[…] the woman there, calls you client and, “You’re our 
client”—it’s funny.  
Interviewer:   Why do you find it funny? 
Craig:  It’s like a business [...] I sort of think client is like your 
doctor or your lawyer or something like that, not your 
foodbank.  
Interviewer:   How does it make you feel then, to be called a client? 
Craig:  I’d call it amusing. […] Well, it’s how they treat you: not 
too judgemental. 
Secondly, normalisation was apparent in the almost blasé fashion people recalled how 
long they had been obtaining food parcels. Maria (35/f/BRA), who knew there would be 
an end to her own food parcel use at Kai Share once she had graduated, understood such 
help to be temporary across the board: “They are supporting people who are in a phase 
in their life [in which] they are vulnerable.” 
However, many participants described using food charity for prolonged periods. For 
example, Ian (42/m/P) viewed foodbanks as a “last resort,” yet had been using them for 
over two decades. Natalie (46/f/P) had used them “on and off for about 20 years,” while 
Craig (54/m/P) had used them “30 years off and on,” and recounted the guilt at having 
to rely on them even while employed. Shane (25/m/P), who was on the SLP and had 
been accompanied by his carer to his interview, had been using foodbanks “[p]robably 
since I was 18. I’ve been using it quite frequently though, ‘cos some weeks I’ll either 
get food share or I get a food parcel from the foodbank”; this amounted to around five 
years. For Rawiri (49/m/M), “[f]irst time woulda been when I was on the streets, when I 
was 14 years old in Auckland; Salvation Army. Yeah, 14 years old, and I’m nearly 50, 
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so I’ve been using them for a while.” Tawhiri (24/m/M) had used them all his life: “I 
pretty much grew up on them, aye. My nan, she was always– that’s how we did our 
shopping. We went […] every week.” And for Tane (45/m/M), “Oh, for fuckin’ years. 
Bloody years. Off and on, off and on. […] I’ve been here about twelve years in 
Dunedin, so, twelve years ago I first used them in Christchurch.” Andy (60/m/P), who 
was receiving SLP, described occasions as “just times when…” seemingly diminishing 
the significance: “It’s just when family come down or mates come over. Or I’ve got 
bills; power bills are quite big these days and […] some few things I’m paying off. So 
these are the things that set you back from time to time.” 
In line with this, normalisation was apparent in how they described their routines: 
“Monday through food share, and then I use the Salvation Army foodbank” [Donna 
(62/f/P)]. Ian (42/m/P) knew where he could obtain “a little top up”; obtaining free food 
sounded such a part of his normal existence—he knew how to work the system, but also 
how to respect it: 
I’ve got a food parcel already from St. Vincent, I don’t go, “Oh, I’m going to go 
there as well,” and then try to, y’know, get all my toys at once, sort of thing. So, 
I just sort of, y’know, try to be as reasonable as possible, as I can, y’know, for 
the good service that they do. [Ian] 
As did Tony (62/m/M), who had used foodbanks “many times” for about two years: 
Thorne Street Church on a Monday, yeah; Pact on a Tuesday for food share;1 
Catholic Social Services on Wednesday; Pact on Thursday; Church of Christ on 
a Friday night for dinner; and there was the Sunday at St. James [church] for 
dinner as well. And apart from that, you’ve got the others, like St. Vincent de 
Paul and then Salvation Army. It’s pretty well catered for, and if you work with 
those, you get a reasonable amount. [Tony] 
Wayne (45/m/P) also knew his way around the city’s food charities: 
Salvation Army’s probably the best one, but where I am near, that area, there’s 
the one up there, there’s St. Vincent de Paul and, I don’t know if you know it, 
but there’s another good one by the church, just at the corner down there, and 
there’s no questions asked: they just give you a bag of food. Just the basic 
necessities. [Wayne] 
 
1 An A/NZ organisation that provides community support to anyone in need. 
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Manaia (29/f/M) was another seasoned user: she preferred the foodbanks in Ōtepoti-
Dunedin to Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland, from where she had moved: “The foodbanks 
down here are pretty good.” She confessed that she would use them more if she could: 
“I’m not going to go to a foodbank every single week. Well, you can’t. But if I could, I 
probably would!”  
For Mike (57/m/P), the normalcy of foodbanks in his life was apparent in how long he 
had used them—“Most of my life”—how often he had used them—“About once a 
month,” an amount he labelled “occasionally”—and how he knew where to go, 
about a dozen food parcels every week at the school [his children attend] from 
food share. […] St. Vincent De Paul’s and Salvation Army and Catholic Social 
Services: they’re good too. And there’s a church around the corner that have a 
free lunch on Thursdays. [Mike] 
For those who were non-native to A/NZ, food charity appeared to have been accepted 
within society. This was the impression had by Maria (35/f/BRA), especially when 
compared to her native country, Brazil: 
Only families in [the] extreme poverty belt would accept them [food parcels]: 
that is how it operates in Brazil. So, I think when I came here, I had to make 
sense of everything: “Wow! I’m in the extreme poverty belt? I didn’t know I 
was!” But, no, things operate differently here [in A/NZ]. Receiving a food box 
here is different from receiving a food box in Brazil. [Maria] 
Compared to Brazil, she felt that obtaining a food parcel in A/NZ “is perceived in a 
more relaxed way. […] I have the feeling, and I might be wrong, people see it in a 
relaxed way. There isn’t a negative pejorative way of seeing it.” 
Those I interviewed from Syria also regarded food charities as places one usually goes 
to receive support, including Rifat (36/m/SYR): 
I saw that the place here [Kai Share] is good and it helps, and the people here are 
providing all the possible help and they are saving no effort in this regard. As a 
result, I started to tell Syrian families about it: those who are having problems 
with the benefit being not enough for them. [Rifat] 
Lastly, there was a sense of emotional normalisation. Manaia (29/f/M) described her 
initial experiences as “a bit nerve-wracking” and “embarrassing.” However, she ended 
with, “I’m used to it now.” She had moved beyond embarrassment—“‘cos I’ve been 
282 
 
using it for so long”—and even encouraged others to go: “And I just told her, ‘Oh, it’s 
all good. I go to a foodbank! That’s fine if you need the help! Then go for it!’ And she’s 
got five kids so it’s like, ‘Go hard! You need it. You’re on your own. It’s free!’.” 
When asked what she would want the public to know about her experiences, Nicole 
(26/f/P), who had used a foodbank five times in the space of a year, replied, “Obviously, 
I would point them into the best church areas, like, the best parcel. There’s always 
going to be friends and family that are in the same situation as you.” Similarly, Craig 
(54/m/P) responded, “It’s good for the public to know that they’re there: you need them. 
There’s a lot of people, families out there that need them.” 
In line with this normalised usage, there was recognition that, if such a food charity 
system was to continue, it needed to be improved. Chris (32/m/P) had “grown up with 
this stuff”: “I think the foodbanks for a start should start looking in better places for the 
food  instead of getting what they call ‘donations’ from Coupland’s that have gone 
off.”2 Maia (27/f/M) echoed this opinion: “It’s how to stop it, how it is now, or to make 
it better, where they get maybe a contract with somebody, like an actual proper food 
place that actually gives them food; where it’s not all seconds and shit like that.” 
Rifat (36/m/SYR), Hayan (34/f/SYR), Hala (42/f/SYR), Fatima (35/f/SYR), and Rima 
(40/f/SYR), all Syrians and former refugees, felt that food charities should have state 
support. 
Hayan: The benefit is not going to increase, but we would love it to. If 
they increased it, they would have to increase everything else in 
the country as well. But they should support the foodbank [Kai 
Share], because the foodbank is mostly for those in need. 
Rifat:  In my opinion, the government should support both of them, the 
benefit and the foodbank. 
Zak (22/m/SYR), who was studying at the Polytechnic, felt that foodbanks should be 
regarded as comparable to the funded projects provided by the Red Cross: 
I think the government should provide material and moral support for the project 
[Kai Share], and, in my opinion, I think the government should adopt this 
 
2 Coupland’s is an A/NZ bakery chain. 
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organisation and that it should be run by the government, just like with the Red 
Cross, where there’s big governmental support. [Zak] 
However, he recognised that this would involve even more bureaucracy: “support from 
the government will not come until [the foodbanks] have a complete database of all the 
people they’re helping.” 
7.1.1 WINZ-foodbank connection 
The normalisation of food charity within the social welfare landscape was intensified—
if not solidified—by the relationship between WINZ and foodbanks. Participant’s 
described how WINZ not only routinely provided letters of referral, but that such letters 
were even required, or at least expected, by certain foodbanks: “if you do not have a 
letter from WINZ saying that WINZ cannot help you for food, Salvation Army will not 
help you with food” [Thomas (46/m/M)]; “it’s like, ‘Well, have you been to the 
foodbank first?’ And you go there, and it’s like you need to have […] a bit of paper 
saying, ‘Have you been to WINZ?’” [Natalie (46/f/P)]. Shane (25/m/P), a mental health 
service patient, described the process of requiring a referral letter: “I’m with the mental 
health team up in Waitaki [hospital] and they, like, give me my medication and that, and 
they also give out referrals for food parcels, and they’ve gotta, like, put a referral 
through before I go to the Salvation Army.” 
Mike (57/m/P) had started using foodbanks because the benefit was not enough to pay 
for his food, bills, and rent. He described how, in his experience, the foodbank was the 
subsequent step after WINZ: “some of the foodbanks will say, ‘Have you used your 
food grant from Work and Income?’ And once you’ve used that, then you can go to a 
foodbank.” Similarly, although Nicole (26/f/P) portrayed foodbanks as a last resort, her 
description rather gave the appearance of next on the list:  
the foodbanks are the last resort, so each time I do need assistance, there’s only 
so many times you can apply for a food grant through Work and Income […] if 
you hit that limit, they basically just say, “Nah, you can’t get it,” so they write 
you out a letter just explaining that you’re not entitled to such and such a food 
grant. [Nicole] 
Not everyone appreciated or accepted this arrangement, however. Ana (27/f/M), who 
had started using foodbanks due to an inability to afford all her bills with the benefit 
payment she was receiving, and was supplementing her income by having a boarder, 
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described the practical hassle: “sometimes, you have to get a letter from WINZ or 
something just to say that you have to come to this. Like, WINZ will tell you to go to 
foodbanks, and foodbanks will tell you to go back to WINZ.” 
But there was also recognition that this connection should not exist. For instance, that a 
government agency was passing on responsibilities to charitable bodies, as discussed by 
Thomas (46/m/M): 
government departments no doubt do tie up a lot of the charities’ time for 
compliance and meeting conditions and everything else. They need to work 
better with these foodbank agencies and everything and be more helpful and 
supportive of them because, yeah, they’re picking up a slack that the 
government– it’s the government’s responsibility. [Thomas] 
For Liz (33/f/P), such referrals symbolised inadequate state approaches. Her and her 
partner had depended heavily on foodbanks when their WINZ payments were delayed. 
She explained, “I don’t know I believe they should be doing that. It’s their job to help 
people; they should be sorting it out before people get to that point.” 
This was also an issue passionately questioned by Steven (57/m/P): “They [WINZ] get 
paid to do their job, but they try put it out on Salvation Army, anywhere. And actually, 
that’s not part of their charter. It’s not part of WINZ charter”; 
Interviewer:  Have WINZ ever suggested you go to a foodbank? 
Steven: That’s what they do. […] This is what I don’t agree with: WINZ 
say that they are the last resort, so they put the pressure on 
charities. Well, the charities are actually there to pick up the 
pieces. 
When asked what it was like to be sent by WINZ to a foodbank, Helen responded, “It’s 
like, ‘What?!’ y’know? It’s all just like, ‘What?’ ‘Cos now they’re working together, I 
think. Yeah, they’re working together all these places.” Rawiri (49/m/M), who was on 
Jobseeker Support, had a similar response: 
How crazy is that? When you’re allowed entitlements and they say you can’t 
have it, and then they refer you to a church [foodbank]. They prefer you to go to 
the church because every time you go to the church, they’re saving money and 
they can spend it on their flash cars or their flash offices or have a nice cup of 
tea, blah, blah, blah. [Rawiri] 
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While some participants cast shame out in recognition of the structural dimensions, 
others described the internal emotional toll: how being moved on by a government 
agency to a charity signified that you could no longer be assisted by the standard 
system, imparting a sense of irremediability. 
now WINZ, the government, are saying, “Go get a food parcel,” y’know? So, 
“We can’t help you anymore; go to and get a food parcel,” y’know? It’s a big 
thing to receive them and ‘specially when the government advise you to go 
there, y’know, ‘cos they can’t help. [Helen (53/f/P)] 
Anahera (49/f/M) described the referral letter as being akin to not being heard: 
I know they [WINZ] have to be careful how many grants they give out, but just 
to send someone to a [foodbank] because they […] used up their entitlement: 
they should still at least give some, y’know? And if you really have to go to a 
foodbank– but just to cut ya straight off– ‘cos if they– if you go in and ask for 
one [a grant] and then they say, “I’m sorry, but you’ve got no entitlement. All 
we can do for you is write a letter”—where you don’t even get to see someone 
to ask: you just get shut down at the desk and told that you’re going to get a 
letter. So, that’s quite frustrating. [Anahera] 
7.2 Bureaucratisation: Charity with Conditions 
As explained by all those running food parcel operations, there are regulations in place 
as to how many times and within what timeframe people can obtain food parcels. The 
rule of thumb appeared to be, if an individual asked for help three or more times, they 
evidently required another form of assistance other than food. 
It should be noted that the following information was valid at the time of interviewing. 
At St. Vincent de Paul, six to eight weeks is required between each food parcel, apart 
from in crises; if an individual requests more than this, budgeting advice or other 
services are prescribed. Presbyterian Support has an “open door” policy with no barriers 
the first couple of times assistance is requested. However, registration is required and, if 
an individual approached a third time, they are booked in to see a support worker. 
Salvation Army is accessible via appointment, although food was provided in the 
meantime; it is also possible to pick up free food from the foyer. The general policy is 
not to probe too much on the initial three visits. Mosgiel’s registration process was 
described as thorough: they ask for identification; proof of address; contact details; 
names of family members and their ages; and any social services and/or foodbanks 
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currently being accessed. Three food parcels are provided throughout a year; after that, 
connections are made to an outside social agency. The Otago University Students’ 
Association’s foodbank runs on a “no questions asked” basis and students are only 
asked for their student ID card as proof of their identification. 
On talking to those who run the food parcel operations, there appeared to be four main 
reasons why the foodbank system involves stringent questioning, in line with those 
discussed in chapter 2. Firstly, taking recipient information assists in keeping a record 
as to the scale of the problem. Secondly, on a practical level, the food supplied is a 
finite resource, dependent on donations. Thirdly, and based at least partly on this 
premise, it prevents food parcel operations from being taken advantage of: meetings are 
regularly held between foodbanks to prevent such abuse through data sharing. And this 
was also regarded as beneficial to those requiring food charity, as explained by the 
Salvation Army representative: 
You see repeated patterns in their lives, and if we’re not able to do anything 
other than they turning up for a food parcel and won’t engage more than that, we 
can’t do much, and with some of those ones we will, along with the other 
agencies—because those particular ones will go from agency to agency—so we 
connect with each other about that, because it doesn’t do any of us good or that 
person any good. [Salvation Army representative] 
Lastly, such questioning was used to discover what the underlying causes of requiring 
food parcel assistance were, working on the assumption that a food parcel symbolises a 
need beyond food: the Otago University Students’ Association’s foodbank was 
described as a starting point for a conversation. Catholic Social Services’ food parcel 
operation was regarded as “the hook” to other services. Presbyterian Support’s 
foodbank was a “window of opportunity to connect”: 
Giving food is fine, and that’s absolutely the core of what we do, but actually, 
it’s about addressing the issues, the reasons why people are needing to get food, 
especially if they’re coming back in and back in to get food. It’s about 
addressing those core reasons so people don’t have to come back. [Presbyterian 
Support representative] 
And the foodbank at the Salvation Army was defined as providing 
a place where people can, obviously, get their food needs met, but that opens up 
the opportunity to engage with some of the other things that are going on behind 
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it, and maybe advocate or point to another agency or redirect or just take them 
further into some of the programmes we have […] There’s a real need for it [the 
foodbank] and it’s also the place where we can ask what else is going on and can 
we be of any help in that. [Salvation Army representative] 
At the Salvation Army, the follow-on was recognised as more important than the food 
bag: the foodbank merely acted as “a doorway. It’s often an entry point. It’s often the 
thing that people know about.”  
It is telling how this was interpreted on the other side of the counter. David (52/m/P) 
talked about a foodbank experience he had had two decades previously, which was 
different to many of those described today: 
the most persistent memory of it was the very business-like approach that I 
perceived in the person who was dealing with me, an older man, and for him it 
was procedural. There was no discussion in him about what this man needs; 
there was no debate, if you will, and I thought that was incredibly professional 
and sensitive, that he wasn’t going to tax me, he wasn’t going to dig into my 
reasons: “Why are you here?” It was that, “You’re a man in need.” [David] 
He described the lack of questioning and needing to give reasons as “a tremendous 
relief, a tremendous relief. ‘How did you get yourself here?!’ Fuck! I don’t know!” 
That I wasn’t being questioned, because I was questioning everything about 
myself and my world at that time, but it was not like I was being, “Right, you’ve 
gotta fulfil these five criteria points before we’ll consider taking you to stage 
two.” And it was none of that. [David] 
Andy (60/m/P) was also grateful for the lack of questioning he had received: “‘Cos we 
don’t like that, answering the questions, y’know? But when the help’s there, it’s there 
for you.”  However, any limited questioning he had been subjected to, he understood 
and accepted: 
I’ve never been turned down. And they never ask a lot of questions, like- well, 
they take your name and address, and that’s about it, and they’ll ask you- well, 
the one […] the day before, asked me, she said, “What was the reason you had 
to come here?” And I didn’t really mind saying that I’d had to have friends over, 
and family, and didn’t have enough food. [Andy]  
However, being questioned, needing to supply reasons, needing to prove one’s need, 
was an issue broached resentfully by the majority of participants: “they ask heaps of 
questions, like, ‘What are you here for?’ And I’m like, ‘Oh, I actually need some food.’ 
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It was just the way they went about it I felt” [Ana (27/f/M)]. Thomas (46/m/M) was 
piqued at the need “to justify to them every aspect of what you’re needing help with 
[…] in as far as groceries go. You have to explain if there’s something in particular, I 
mean, if your cupboards are bare!” 
Normally you go in, you fill in a form, you sit there, you wait for half an hour, 
you then go into a room, you get interviewed and asked some quite personal, 
grilling questions, and have to prove that you have genuine need, and then you 
go outside and you sit down and wait and 10, 15 minutes later somebody brings 
you out a food parcel. [Thomas] 
The reason and justification in most people’s minds was obvious: it was a lack of food. 
But they felt they had to provide reasoning beyond this need, as described by Manaia 
(29/f/M): “some places […] would ask questions, why you need food and all that, and 
sometimes I wouldn’t have a reason why […]: because I got no food! And I just wanted 
some help.” She was under the impression that not having food would not be deemed a 
reason: “it’s a bit nerve-wracking to go to a foodbank to ask for help because you don’t 
know what to say. They’re like, ‘Oh, what are you here for?’ But, yeah, […] I need it, 
so I’m gonna go and ask.” 
People experienced finding themselves in a bind: they might not want to provide so 
much information, but, to get the food, they felt they had to. This was an issue discussed 
at length by Thomas (46/m/M): 
you have nothing else sitting in the cupboard, then you need all of those things, 
and you’re sitting there in an interview with someone, and […] you can’t say, 
“Well, I want this, I want that, I want this, I want that,” but you have to try to 
justify to them […] just basically getting some can of baked beans, a packet of, 
y’know, biscuits, some tea, coffee, sugar, milk powder, and a couple of other 
items, isn’t actually going to alleviate the situation that you’re in, y’know? […] 
Because they want to know how much you get paid, when you get paid, what 
you did with your last items, and it’s really difficult sitting there. You’re being 
honest with them […] but you know that […] the less information you give 
them, the less likely they are to actually help you by putting in those little extra 
things, those little surprises, y’know, little treats and things like that. [Thomas] 
He felt he had to socially prostrate himself: 
You want some short-term immediate help, but you don’t want the help to run 
on for the next 12, 16, 18 months; you don’t want them to know every single 
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facet of your life for the next 12, 16, 18 months. […] But if you don’t give them 
all that information, they’re not going to help you nearly as much as if, y’know, 
you had given the information. [Thomas] 
There was a feeling of intrusiveness brought about by the questioning: “And then you 
get the questions like ‘Where’s your money gone? What did you spend it on? Have you 
got receipts of things’ or whatever. Yeah, that was pretty embarrassing […] you’re sort 
of upset, yeah” [Manaia (29/f/M)]; “I’d like to walk into a foodbank and be like all 
good, and have a nice time, instead of feeling like I need it and I’m going to get a ‘No,’ 
and the whole questionnaire thing. So, it’s just a whole thing. Why do they need to 
know that?” [Maia (27/f/M)] 
It had alienated some of the participants, including Tony (62/m/M): 
I understand there’s a mood of […] make it more rational and more logical, in a 
way that food’s in and out, and I’m not sure I’m in complete agreement with 
that. I’ve had experiences with other social services and they wanna delve into 
your personal stuff and your private financial life and I’m not about that: it’s my 
business not theirs. [Tony] 
As much as foodbanks were regarded as an alternative to WINZ, such regulations had 
made them comparable, as described by Helen (53/f/P), who had been on social welfare 
long-term due to a debilitating inflammatory condition: 
You go there and you get asked a lot of questions about, y’know, you just get 
asked a lot of questions about your financial situation and it’s all a bit sort of 
like intrusive, ‘cos WINZ do it as well, y’know? So, you come out feeling like 
you shouldn’t even be alive, y’know? […] To me, that’s what it feels like. 
[Helen] 
Thomas (46/m/M) had started using foodbanks when incapable of working due to a 
massive mental breakdown; he had been unable to fully support himself on a “miniscule 
benefit.” He also described his foodbank experience as akin to attending WINZ: “they 
make sure you’ve got all the paperwork, the documents; they’ll send you back and 
won’t help you if you don’t have everything that they require of you.” He felt that, 
through their administrative procedures, food parcel operations perpetuated the idea that 
they were government agencies:  
Thomas: Well, see, when WINZ refuse to give you […] a food grant, they 
are supposed to then make up a letter for you to take to a 
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foodbank. And then if you have that golden letter, then normally 
you end up getting a little bit more help. But you bypass a lot of 
the interviews and things like that as well, because you’ve 
already been through it with WINZ. 
Interviewer: What do you think about that connection? 
Thomas: Well, see, that’s where once again that reinforces that whole idea 
in people’s heads that this connectivity is there. Yes, we know 
that the foodbanks are primarily run by the churches and 
everything else, but it makes it almost as if they’re part and parcel 
of the WINZ system, and then that’s when they’re up, because 
they’re having to satisfy, y’know, they’re having to satisfy the 
requirements of WINZ and everything else as well and, y’know, 
and making sure people are doing the right things and, y’know, 
doing things for the right reasons. The officiousness can come 
through a little bit too strongly at times. 
He described how “[t]he likes of” the Salvation Army “tend to be very officious”: 
“they’re as officious as WINZ can be.” (Although, later he added, “even the worst of the 
foodbanks are no way near as bad as WINZ.”)  
The questioning felt judgemental, as expressed by Deborah (58/f/P), who had first used 
foodbanks after her partner left her. She had returned to Ōtepoti-Dunedin, with “two 
suitcases” filled with belongings, where her sons then were taken off her by social 
services until she was able to support them financially. She explained how “they still 
give you a look in the eye sort of, y’know? I wonder what’s behind that look, y’know, 
when you do ask [for food], yeah.” Tim (28/m/P), who had volunteered for St. Vincent 
de Paul as well as obtained food parcels from the organisation, also found the 
questioning particularly judgemental: “I think it’s very stressful using a foodbank. It 
always feels like you’re being judged, no matter what the reason for going there is […] 
with like how much you spend on alcohol or entertainment or any other item apart from 
food for that week.” 
There was a feeling of humiliation due to the questioning: “I didn’t like going in and 
revealing all my situation, because I obviously got myself into that situation; it was up 
to me not up to anybody else” [Eleanor (66/f/P)]. Tracey (34/f/P), who was struggling to 
pay for dental work for her son, described how “it was just embarrassing to hand the 
paperwork in and to prove that this is a hefty bill and he needs it done and that.” Natalie 
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(46/f/P), who had strong opinions on the need for wealth distribution and the 
importance of community, described it as on par with being a suspect: “it’s like you’re a 
criminal: you get asked for all these reasons, like, ‘Why are you here? What brought 
you here?’ And [it] makes you feel like crap sometimes”; 
sometimes you get a different response. It’s like, yeah, really nice, 
understanding. You don’t get asked to– a list of 100 questions like, why you’re 
there, like, basically, like, I sometimes think they suspect that you’ve either got 
drug, alcohol or mental problems, or you’re just using them. [Natalie] 
Natalie (46/f/P) described how the questioning brought with it a deep sense of being 
mistrusted: “you sometimes get the feeling that you- they think you’re ripping them off, 
y’know, or […] you’re not in there for the genuine reasons.” This sentiment was shared 
by Ana (27/f/M): “it’s like they don’t trust your word, and I don’t know how that’s 
come about, but they don’t trust you as a client, and what you’re saying. Like you’re 
abusing the system.”  
Natalie (46/f/P) also reflected on the repetitiveness of the process: 
Yeah, you go there, it’s like, “Oh, what brought you here today?” And you go 
through the same story; it’s like, […] “Oh, well, we’ll just write ‘struggling.’” 
[…] You just basically have to explain yourself again and again and again for 
the same situation and then they’re like, “Well, what have you done to try and 
get yourself out of this?” And it’s like, “Well, I’ve tried to do this, but because 
of my medical condition, I can’t work.” [Natalie] 
The questioning was even taken as a lack of understanding and empathy: “it’s too 
regulated; they want to know why it’s happening all the time” [Craig (54/m/P)]. 
Deborah (58/f/P) felt that those handing out the food parcels and asking the questions 
should “look into people individually and really not intrude as much into their privacy, 
but really understand […] Just trying to have some understanding and sympathy.” 
This lack of understanding was also apparent in an experience relayed by Rebecca 
(26/f/P). She shared how she had been dealing with court proceedings after her ex-
partner had tried to ensure she was unable to see her child: 
one time, when I was saying, “I have my daughter, I need some food for that,” 
they looked down on me, like, “Well, why are you having your kid with you if 
you can’t afford to feed her?” And I’m thinking, I didn’t say this, but I’m 
thinking, well, when all your money’s going on bills and you can just afford to 
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pay for yourself, not very often you’ll be able to afford the extra treats or food 
that your daughter wants, then you need that bit of extra help, and I shouldn’t 
have had to explain that. They should’ve just understood the reasoning of 
someone being on a benefit and needing that bit of extra help for a child, but 
they were more questioning and making you feel quite downgraded in a way; 
they downgraded you; they made you feel really uncomfortable for asking for 
help. [Rebecca] 
The questioning also heightened the sense of self-blame; the feeling that you should not 
be there, in that situation: 
Just knowing you could have tried, could have done it yourself and, ah, like the 
headmistress: “You should have done this better and, nah, don’t do that again.” 
And even if they don’t say it, you feel like you’re begging unnecessarily or 
something, yeah, when the government should really be helping or the boss 
should put the wage up. [Deborah (58/f/P)] 
Rawiri (49/m/M) had his own take on why food was restricted in foodbanks: it was not 
only for practical reasons, but for the strategical purpose of giving the illusion that they 
were not charities by packaging the proceedings up in bureaucracy. 
Sometimes, back in the day, you could go to the foodbank, any day, and you 
could get a foodbank any time. But now, it’s restricted, controlled, because we 
don’t want people to think it’s a handout. Of course it’s a bloody hand out! 
They’re getting it for nothing; they’re getting it from all these big corporates. I 
don’t understand their thinking. And all these churches have done it in Dunedin. 
[…] And yeah, sure, blah, blah, blah, but in reality, if you need food, give the 
man bloody food, surely! Don’t restrict it and say, “Sorry, you gotta come back 
in four weeks” […] When a person has to go through all that and is told they 
can’t even get food from a foodbank, how bad do you think that person must 
feel? He’s going to a foodbank and he can’t even get food from a foodbank, 
guess what the next option is for them? He’ll go down the road and steal it, 
won’t he? Well, logical thinking. [Rawiri] 
When discussing foodbanks, Ana (27/f/M) asked, “Or why don’t they just give it away 
for free or something?” There was the sense that the food was not free because it came 
with conditions; people felt that they paid through the process: 
they should be aware that they should be helping out people that are in need, and 
if someone’s coming and complaining that they’ve got no food, that they should 
give them something to get them by, otherwise people are probably going to die 
of starvation, and if they don’t get the food and nutrients they need from food. 
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And, like, why do they have a foodbank if they’re not handing out that food to 
people? [Shane (25/m/P)] 
7.3 Summary 
Following on from the previous chapter, what was clear from these experiences is that 
such emergency food aid was not a temporary experience for many people. “Off and 
on” was a commonly used phrase, but this was at odds with the number of years and 
frequency this occasional usage had taken place. It was a normal part of people’s lives; 
routine: “for someone on benefit, you just go to a foodbank” [Natalie (46/f/P)]; “Well, if 
you can’t buy food, you can’t buy food, so you have to go to that” [Anahera (49/f/M)]. 
The measures put in place to curb dependency had led to dependency, which appeared 
to be in part at least due to the normalisation and institutionalisation of food charity. 
This could be witnessed in how people described themselves as “clients,” which 
instilled a sense of choice—a client coming in for a service—however, choice was in 
fact lacking on many levels, as will be discussed in the following chapter. 
Participants also described food parcel organisations as part of the social welfare set-up. 
The professionalism of foodbanks seemed to strengthen the idea that they were a “safety 
net”—in other words, a social welfare service—and that they were no longer regarded 
as a “last resort.” What was more alarming, however, was food parcel services being 
described as an “entitlement”: there was the impression that this was a service people 
had a right to when required, on par with social welfare, signifying how accepted 
foodbanks had become. However, of more concern was that people did not have any 
rights within this charitable system, particularly in regard to the food itself, which 
placed undue pressure on those providing the food parcels and even created feelings of 
disdain by both those supplying and those receiving food parcels because of 
expectations. This has a Catch-22 knock-on effect: it justifies increased regulations and 
thereby potentially exacerbates the idea that food charity is on par with social welfare.  
Arguably, however, the main way in which food charity as part of the safety net was 
solidified was through the WINZ referral letter: they appeared to confirm the foodbank 
as a legitimate part of the social welfare system. Yet, this connection also made people 
question what the state’s responsibilities actually were and what they should expect 
from social welfare. This set-up did not sit well with all participants: they had to 
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contend with the indignity of social welfare outlined in the previous chapter, and then 
faced the indignity of approaching a charity, indignity that was intensified by being sent 
there by a government agency.  
However, it was also clear to participants that foodbanks were not part of the social 
welfare system. There was therefore confusion on the part of participants who felt 
expected to adhere to the same specifications to obtain a food parcel as they had to 
when obtaining a WINZ benefit. Thomas (46/m/M) used the word “officious,” which 
implies assistance one does not want: some expressed that they just needed food, so to 
be offered other assistance, was frustrating and even insulting.  
Participants were disconcerted at coming for food charity and being faced with 
WINZesque parameters, including the questioning and stipulations; there was a need to 
work within the system, as with WINZ; to jump through hoops in order to get what they 
required. They described the regulations as signalling a lack of respect: there was the 
impression that they could not be trusted to know what it was they needed; that they did 
not even know what they needed. For instance, some expressed that they did not want 
additional help: they just wanted food. They felt that they were not regarded as people 
capable of agency and thereby denied their dignity. 
The questioning in particular was raised as a contentious issue, and clearly disrupted the 
“client” façade. Firstly, in a potentially very stressful moment, people wanted to be 
recognised as human; for their humanity. The bureaucracy was seen as dehumanising 
because people felt they were being processed. Any social disconnection they may have 
already felt was exacerbated. Therefore, obtaining a food parcel was a twofold blow on 
their dignity: the dehumanising nature of needing to comply followed by dependency on 
such a system in the first place. One coping mechanism was to simply jump through the 
hoops. As explained by Natalie (46/f/P), “I went the other day. It was great. Smooth 
sailing […] He just wrote down ‘struggling.’ Yeah, it was fine.” The way it is used, 
“struggling,” nullifies it, turning it into a vacuous expression; it is just a box to be ticked 
rather than a horrific way in which to exist. Worse still, it normalises it.  
Ultimately, questioning did not mean understanding: in fact, it led to people feeling 
misunderstood, for instance, around their reasoning not being good enough. It 
emphasised further the disconnect between them as a person in need and the person 
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giving the asisstance; at odds with de Tocqueville’s line of thinking,3 it accenuated the 
lack of commonality rather than emphasised shared humanity. It could thereby be seen 
as stripping them of their citizenship: as someone who had a say in their life. 
Secondly, it again brought into play the notion of the deserving and the undeserving: if 
they could not provide a good enough reason, they could not have access. As already 
discussed, the reason of simply needing food was not deemed adequate enough. For 
instance, a couple of the participants brought up using food parcels in order to save 
money; an attempt to escape the poverty cycle: 
look at the bigger picture: there might be reasons why they’re doing this. Maybe 
they’re trying to put money away for their kid’s future, and maybe they’re trying 
to use foodbanks to do that. Did they consider that, like, if I don’t have to buy 
food this week, maybe I can put money aside for my baby for her birthday or 
something, ‘cos the benefit doesn’t allow me to have anything for—what is the 
word?—spending money. [Ana (27/f/M)] 
There is the impression that, if they had honestly supplied this as a reason, it may have 
been deemed as unnecessary at best and taking advantage of the system at worst. 
Thirdly, an argument for the questioning is its provision of some remnant of dignity: it 
is not simply a handout. But, if the recipients are finding such questioning undignified, 
who is appreciating this dignity: does it simply make the process appear more 
dignified? Does it also ensure dignity to those involved by way of the fact that they are 
giving to those who “deserve” the food as opposed to those who abuse the system; that 
they are accomplishing a more comprehensive goodness? 
The need for justification is also contrary to one of rights: people do not have a right to 
simply access the food offered and, in fact, could be denied access, as Manaia (29/f/M) 
explained, “I know they turn people away sometimes. My sister, they turned her away.” 
She described the anger that this caused, especially because “it’s supposed to be free.”  
Finally, people described having already used a lot of emotional energy simply 
approaching a charity: the questioning was therefore an additional emotional burden. It 
 
3 Alexis de Tocqueville, “Memoir on Pauperism,” The Public Interest, Winter edition (1983 (1835)). 
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was a form of invalidation: they did not want to come, and now they were having to 
endure questioning on why they had come.  
It is apparent that the institutionalisation of food charity as outlined in chapter 4 has had 
detrimental impacts on the dignity of those needing assistance. The questioning and 
need for reasons left feeling distrusted and ostracised. However, foodbanks were still 
regarded as a welcome alternative after a stigmatising time at WINZ: as outlined in the 
previous chapter, the WINZ experience could be so abhorrent, that attending a foodbank 
was the better alternative.  
In fact, the indignancy against WINZ was not replicated against foodbanks, unless in 
regard to the transformation of foodbanks into a more WINZ-like entity: there was a 
lack of appreciation as to the bureaucratisation of food charity. What came across 
strongly, was the issue of access and the need to justify one’s access to food. A 
repercussion of food access being policed and regulated in this way was that the 
neoliberal narrative of the (un)deserving poor, as discussed in chapter 2, was 
rationalised further, and that of food being a right was likewise nullified further. At the 
same time, normalisation was apparent both in how food charity was regarded as part of 
the social welfare system and how it fit into people’s lives: participants discussed their 
experiences obtaining a food parcel as commonplace, while recognising the indignity 
and the injustice of the system. 
This and the previous chapter considered how the experiences of those interviewed 
reflected the contexts outlined in chapters 2 and 3: the foundation of inequality; the 
neoliberal mentality that infiltrates political and public thought; and the justification of 
the denial of citizenship and dignity to those who are poor. They provided a sense of 
how people emotionally reside in society and experience institutions, particularly the 
transformation of food charity as discussed in chapter 4. The last of the analysis 
chapters will move deeper into this food charity space, honing in on the tensions 




8 The (In)dignities of Food Charity 
In the previous chapter, I considered how increased institutionalisation of food charity 
has disempowered those who depend on it. In this chapter, I will look at the impact of 
the processes within this institution, specifically those involved in obtaining a food 
parcel. This chapter advances chapter 7, by further exploring how the normalisation and 
bureaucratisation of food charity impacts the well-being and dignity of recipients, 
particularly in terms of shame, as well as chapter 6, which considered how their dignity 
has already been damaged by the wider socio-economic context in which they reside. It 
also brings the societal issues addressed in chapters 2 and 3 to the fore, focusing 
particularly on the internalisation of neoliberal narratives. 
8.1 The Dignity of Charity 
I will begin by discussing how people’s personal experiences of food charity reflected 
dignity. Most participants relayed that they had had a warm food charity experience: 
“They really welcome a person from their hearts” [Mahdi (42/m/SYR)]; “they’re very 
compassionate people” [Natalie (46/f/P)]. And that the volunteers made an effort to 
ensure they were comfortable, especially given their circumstances and the 
philanthropic setting (see figure 16 on page 298): “you’re not made to feel like you’re, 
y’know, you’re bad in some way” [Anahera 49/f/MA)]. A couple of participants even 
described the experience as akin to Christmas: “it’s a lift to get a food bag, because you 
get something exciting, like at Christmas: you don’t know what you’re getting, because 
you pick up the bag and go” [Karen (70/f/MA)]; “people like getting presents […]; they 
like getting given stuff, don’t they? It’s the same with the foodbank: if you can get a 
present from them, in other words, the food, or whatever, who’s going to say no to 
that?” [Helen (53/f/P)]. 
Dignity could be fostered through the physical setting. Thomas (46/m/MA) described 
the Mosgiel food parcel operation as akin to a supermarket: 
it really does come down to how warm and inviting it is when you walk in the 
door; it really does come down to it. The more the foodbank and everything 
looks like a WINZ office, or a reception area, the less warm and welcoming it 
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tends to be. One that looks like a grocery store! Just makes it completely 
different. [Thomas] 
The Mosgiel foodbank organisers themselves described the importance of creating a 
welcoming environment, especially as a small community foodbank and in recognition 
of the fact that it is not an easy choice for most to approach a foodbank: “They don’t 
want to be here.” 
Dignity was fostered through food charity’s function as a lifeline: “if there was no 
foodbanks, we’d be absolutely screwed” [Nicole (26/f/P)]. David (52/m/P) was eloquent 
on the verge of poetic in how he expressed himself, describing how he had been 
“shipwrecked, but rescued, and it would appear that the foodbank was very much a 
sandy beach” or “like a fence at the end of a cliff. Without them, there’s nothing but an 
ambulance at the bottom”; 
it became easy […] for the world to diminish and eventually it got quite small, 
but […] it’s like a little candle burning bright in the night and […] those 
moments of goodness for the foodbank. It was enough to keep the candle 
burning. [David] 
For David, foodbanks were, in this respect, a safe haven, potentially instilling a sense of 
hope in a seemingly hopeless period of life: “providing nourishment and foundation for 
people in very desperate times and for desperate reasons.” Andy (60/m/P) was very 
candid about his loneliness and became visibly distressed when sharing about his 
estranged daughter. He asked, “where would we be without these places?”  
Lynn (42/f/P) was receiving the Disability Allowance and had used foodbanks 
sporadically over a period of six years. She related how she had endured “a really tough 
relationship […] where my ex-partner has been really abusive and into drugs and 
alcohol.” Foodbanks were, for her, an important part of escaping that existence: 
 
 “I like the environment there […] [it’s] not judgmental.” [Maria (35/f/BRA)] 
“They make you feel comfortable.” [Anahera (49/f/MA)] 
“It’s how they treat you, not too judgemental, y’know: finger pointing or something like that. I 





Figure 16: The dignity of charity. 
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 it all started when my father died and I was left in 2012; I ended up having to be 
 transferred down here [to Ōtepoti-Dunedin] by the police because of my partner, 
 and I had come here with absolutely nothing, and I had to end up getting out of 
 my father’s will, furniture for my girls, furniture for me, and everything, and 
 that’s when I ended up really in desperate need ‘cos I had no food, and […] I 
 thought, “What am I gonna do?” And I ended up going to the foodbank in 
 desperate need. [Lynn] 
As with David (52/m/P), and Deborah (58/f/P) in the previous chapter, there was the 
sense of desperation: this woman, with children to protect, had had to leave everything 
she knew behind and the foodbank was her support; her salvation when she had 
nowhere else to turn. 
However, dignity came across most profoundly within descriptions of human 
interaction and recognition. Firstly, through the communal aspect: obtaining a food 
parcel not only meant food, but a way to connect with others. This was particularly 
apparent in set-ups that allowed for—and advocated—communication between 
recipients. Tracey (34/f/P) obtained food parcels from Catholic Social Services (CSS), 
which enabled and encouraged people to mingle, have a cup of tea and chat when 
receiving a food parcel. For her, collecting a food parcel was very much for this 
communal reason, as well as for “family time” with her son. 
Likewise, for Sharon (58/f/P), obtaining a food parcel meant companionship and 
support; it was about escaping isolation and gaining recognition that she mattered as a 
person: “before then [attending CSS], when I didn’t have that, I was just really, really, 
really lonely, y’know?” 
Dignity was fostered through the recognition that those giving benefitted in return: 
“[f]or some of them it’s [a] religious based reason they’re doing it; for the majority of 
them, I would say, it’s just a nice, decent kind thing to do: to help and to give back” 
[Thomas (46/m/MA)]. It was thereby a two-way relationship. For Mike (57/m/P), 
foodbanks were a place of not only sharing food, but affinity to those handing out the 
food: 
Why would you not want to share food? I think it’s a human thing to do, to share 
food. Animals don’t share food: they fight over it. If there was a lack of it, you’d 
fight over it, but I think it’s fundamental to share food, isn’t it? Like Jesus 
shared for the Last Supper food with friends. I think it’s good. It’s good for 
society to share food instead of chucking it out, especially food you can still use. 
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There’s so many people starving. It’s good to share food. I think that’s the 
perception that people would have anyway: it’s a kind thing to do. You share 
food with someone: it builds relationships, strengthens relationships, when you 
share food with someone, especially someone who needs it. Really grateful; 
people would be really grateful. [Mike] 
He did not view himself as begging; instead, he understood that both the giver and the 
receiver gained from the experience: 
Yeah, free. Something to eat; all this stuff to look at that you didn’t have before 
and you couldn’t buy. I’ve got things for the kids and it’s wonderful. And 
whoever you’re with, they feel happy and makes ya day. It’s great, and the 
people that give it to you are always happy after they give it to you; they’ve got 
a happy look on their face; they look like they’re doing something good, and 
they look human. Got a human look on their face: it’s compassion. Beautiful. I 
think it’s great. [Mike] 
When he talked about feeling “free,” he meant it in an emotional, spiritual sense, not in 
a derogatory, scrounging capacity. Rather than dehumanising, he perceived going to a 
foodbank as a humanising experience, and more so for those working at the foodbank, a 
viewpoint shared by William (69/m/P), who obtained a food parcel two or three times a 
year: 
With the agencies, when going to get a food parcel, like Presbyterian Support, 
everybody there is there for the same reason; there’s no feelings of inferiority 
and you don’t feel as though you’re on a lesser plane. You feel accepted, and 
I’ve never had any troubles. I can leave there with my bags and feel as though 
people have understood and I’m amongst friends. [William] 
He felt on an equal-footing; he was not being looked down upon, but being seen as a 
person with worth. 
Dignity was also fostered in appreciating the experience. Mike (57/m/P) saw obtaining a 
food parcel as an opportunity to feel gratitude:  
it is a humbling experience, asking for food, but it doesn’t take anything from 
me. It’s giving me appreciation, just a little thing like that; so basic. Really, 
really grateful when you walk out of a foodbank; feel so much better; feel elated 




Feeling humble was not demeaning, but affirmative: the gratitude reinforced his worth. 
Maria (35/f/BRA) had been able to reflect on her experience and understand it as 
humbling, not just humiliating, as had David (52/m/P)—“there was significant humility, 
but also humiliation”—especially due to the fact that he had been earning a decent 
income previously: “the ability to receive was […] humbling, which in some ways 
indicates how proudful I had become of my position at that time. I was very prideful. So 
it was very nice to be able to get rid of that sin I suppose.” He was absolved; however, 
there was also a sense of retribution: he had become too prideful, had sinned, and was 
now receiving what he deserved to better himself.  
For Tracey (34/f/P), dignity was fostered by being able to contribute and give back; 
through the recognition that she was able to contribute, it seemed to give her a sense of 
purpose and of worth: 
My friend actually got me into the lunch and that here. So, I said to Paul [who 
runs the CSS food parcel operation] that I would come early to set up the tables 
and put the cutlery and all that out; do the food share and that. It’s actually quite 
good. [Tracey] 
Onike (29/f/FJI) was originally from Fiji; she had been coming to CSS regularly, where 
she also volunteered: “being with people and helping people receiving the food parcel, 
and one day I would like to help the people back, like, giving back what the people give 
me.” 
Lastly, dignity was fostered through comparisons drawn with Work and Income New 
Zealand (WINZ) and the indignity involved in dealing with this organisation (see figure 
17 on page 302). Many participants expressed feeling heard and respected within 
foodbanks, but not at WINZ: 
After the attitude I got from WINZ, I just thought, well, I didn’t mind going to a 
foodbank; it was more going to WINZ, ‘cos at least foodbank– not so 
bureaucratic. Yes, they are– have got the bureaucracies and things like that, but 




The Indignity of Charity 
I will now discuss three main ways in which indignity was expressed by those who 
shared their stories: needing to ask for assistance; unreserved acceptance; and the lack 
of choice. 
8.1.1 The indignity of asking for help: Institutionalised begging 
The emotional toll of the regulations and the questioning outlined in the previous 
chapter can be better understood when one acknowledges the emotional toll of needing 
to ask for assistance in the first place; for many, it added additional stress to an already 
stressful situation: “we’re talking about people in quite desperate situations sometimes” 
[Tim (28/m/P)]; “I think mostly the people come ‘cos they really had to, so they’re 
going to be fragile coming to the place and they don’t need judgement when they get 
there” [Deborah (58/f/P)]. 
For David (52/m/P), although the foodbank was a form of salvation, he did not regard it 
as one that would realistically save him: “I suppose a drowning man will clutch at 
straws.” They may have been a lifeline, but there was also the sense that there was no 
other option, as depicted by Andy (60/m/P): “I’m thankful we’ve got these places to go 
to because where would you go?” 
In line with this sense of desperation, foodbanks were described as a form of crime 
prevention (see figure 17 on page 303). Mainly in regard to theft, as described by Mateo 
(45/m/MA): 
 
I find it’s easier to go through St. Vincent de Paul because WINZ asks too many 
questions and they want all these receipts […] I just want three or four days food to 
get me through, I’m not asking for the world, so I tell WINZ to go to hell, well, not to 
go to hell but– I can’t be bothered with all the hassle. [Andy (60/m/P)] 
I don’t like to approach WINZ; I’d rather not. But if I have to, I have to think about it 
and I have to go, “Do I really need it?” Whereas for food parcel, I will go to Salvation 
Army, I will go to St. Vincent de Paul, and I’ll just go, “I need food.” And that’s it, 
y’know. [Steven (57/m/P)] 
“I think the foodbanks always need to be there. I think the foodbanks are actually better than 
trying to access it through the government agency like WINZ. I think with foodbanks, there’s 
less of a stigma.” [William (69/m/P)] 
 
 
 Figure 17: The comparative easiness of foodbanks. 
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Interviewer: Can you imagine a society without foodbanks? What would have 
to be done? 
Mateo:  People would have to lock their fridges and that.  
But also in regard to domestic abuse, as described by Manaia (29/f/MA): 
you’re struggling, you’re turned away from the foodbank that’s supposed to be 
free and you expect to get something, you’re gonna get angry, you’re gonna get 
mad […] You’re gonna take it into your home with your children and who know 
what happens! No food and causing stress on families […] where children don’t 
want to see. […] Domestic violence’s another thing if people are struggling: 
they’re gonna fight, they’re gonna argue. Children won’t be happy, yeah. It’s a 
whole lot of stuff, eh? [Manaia] 
As well as preventing homeless: “there would probably be more people on the streets, 
do you reckon? I reckon that there will be, ‘cos the rent is so high, aye, and they keep 
 
You’re gonna turn away people and they don’t realise what’s gonna happen when 
they go home and they have no food for the children; the children are probably 
expecting food: “Oh, mum didn’t come back with any food. Oh no! What are we 
gonna do?” They’re gonna go out and steal is what they’re gonna do. Probably. Yeah, 
they’re gonna steal it. I know that for a fact. I know people that do that. And they’ll 
get caught; they’ll go to jail or, y’know, they go to the police station, sit there all day, 
can’t pick up their children […] because they got locked up because they can’t get 
food, y’know? Yeah. There’s a whole lot of stuff! [Manaia (29/f/MA)] 
Mateo (45/m/MA): Yeah, unless I’m really desperate I won’t ask. I’ll just sit 
back and starve. But if I’m real hungry, I’ll just pop in here 
and ask. Or wherever, foodbanks. Just ask for assistance. 
Anthony (45/m/MA): It’s better than stealing. 
“That can bring for a lot of people a lot of problems, with being hungry. Those urges: 
shoplifting and all that.” [Mateo (45/m/MA)] 
“Can’t make do on the benefit. I can see why people turn to crime.” [Tony (62/m/MA)] 
“If they didn’t have foodbanks, there’d be more shoplifting or more robberies going on.” 
[Karen (70/f/MA)] 
“That we’re able to eat and survive and not have to go and steal food or beg for it on the street, 
which some people do.” [Iosefa (51/m/NZ-SA)] 
Maia (27/f/MA): Nah and they wonder why so many people are getting 
burglary and why so many shops– 
Ana (27/f/MA): They doing it to survive, aye. They don’t wanna do that, 
but they have to, to provide. It’s a survival thing. And then 




 Figure 18: Foodbanks as crime prevention. 
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putting it up and that” [Tracey (34/f/P)]; “there’d be more and more people on the 
streets if they didn’t have foodbanks” [Sharon (58/f/P)]. 
On the other hand, there were participants who did not regard asking for assistance with 
apprehension, in line with that sense of normalisation. Nicole (26/f/P) identified asking 
for help as simply an undertaking one has to carry out on occasion: “Unexpected things 
come up and gotta get them paid, so. Don’t have enough for food, so go to the foodbank 
and get some help.” For Rifat (36/M/SYR), a former Syrian refugee, as this help was 
being offered to all Aotearoa New Zealand (A/NZ) citizens, there was no need to feel 
awkward accepting it:  
We don’t feel like that because they are offering help and support for everybody 
and it’s not only for us; it’s not like we are the only ones in need. I mean, the 
help is coming to everybody in general. I mean, if the help was offered 
specifically to us, then we would feel uncomfortable and embarrassed. [Rifat] 
Through her own reflections, Maria (35/f/BRA) no longer viewed dependency 
negatively: “I think that the way I was raised is always to see it in negative ways, 
y’know? For myself, not for others”; 
So, in my [PhD] thesis, I am very critical of dependence; so, I am very critical of 
programmes that generate dependency. One of my examiners said, “I think this 
is a very neoliberal, moralistic tone, because communities need to be dependent 
and they don’t think it’s dependent; you have to look in an alternative way.” I 
said, “Wow! I didn’t think about that.” [Maria] 
Instead of viewing dependency as having failed, she regarded it as a way of fostering 
community; of helping one another and through that, creating bonds. But, even though 
Maria now felt more able to gratefully receive, when asked her how she had found 
going to Kai Share, she responded, “I wish I had more time helping with the boxes”: 
there seemed to remain significance in being able to give back. 
Those with children appeared to regard having progeny as a “socially acceptable” 
reason to obtain a food parcel, as was the case with Manaia (29/f/MA), a solo mother of 
three children who had started struggling financially with the birth of her first child: “I 
need it, so I’m gonna go and ask. Otherwise, starve: the children will starve.” A mother 
of two children, Lynn (42/f/P) was on the Disability Allowance and had used foodbanks 
sporadically over a period of six years. She also talked about feeding her children in 
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terms of survival: “Just so those kids could survive.” The need to feed them was above 
anything else: “I’ve got to feed the children.” 
Children also played a major role in the choice of Fatima (35/f/SYR) and also of Rima 
(40/f/SYR), who lived with her daughter, to use food charity. Children appeared to be 
an emotional buffer against the indignity of food charity: “I heard there was support for 
children, so we can use it for our children” [Rima]; “I don’t feel bad. We have small 
children; we make do with what we have” [Fatima]. 
Despite the negative stereotypes associated with Mike (57/m/P)—“I got kicked out of 
school, and I was in a mental institution, and when I got out of the mental institution, I 
went to jail, and then found it hard to get a job”—he felt he was regarded as a worthy 
recipient because of his children: 
I was talking to a major in the Salvation Army and he seemed happy to give me 
a food. He gave me six because I told him I was working and I had kids and I 
wasn’t feeding myself and saving the food for them. He was more than happy to 
give me a course of six over six months—one once a month—and he said that he 
appreciated what I was doing and he said that I wasn’t using the system just to 
get something for nothing. [Mike] 
Likewise, Maia (27/f/MA) put her good experience using a foodbank down to her 
children: “I’ve had pretty good experiences there, probably because of my children, ‘cos 
I take them in with me. They’re more understanding sorta thing; friendly. It’s been good 
like.” 
Nicole (26/f/P) described how she had a young daughter who required regular medical 
treatment. Although she found the experience of using food charity shameful, she 
justified it with, “[b]ut when you have to feed your kid and you got no money, you just, 
yeah, you just gotta, sorta, yeah, stand up and just sort of shake it off.” Eleanor (66/f/P), 
whose children were now adults, had a similar mind-set: “Had I not had the kids, I 
wouldn’t have done it; because I had children and they needed to have food.” 
However, most felt the indignity associated with both asking for and receiving help, 
which revealed itself in four main ways. Firstly, in having to ask in the first place: “[I 
feel] uncomfortable, because I don’t like asking people for help” [Lynn (42/f/P)]. This 
mentality was regarded as a barrier by Chris (32/m/P): “The help’s there; I think that’s 
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really the main thing. It’s a matter of asking. A lot of people don’t ask.” And also by 
David (52/m/P): 
That’s quite big, to say, “Look, I’m not coping: I need help.” That’s what I had 
to do. I had to stick my hand up and say, “Look, I’m not coping; I don’t know 
what to do; I don’t know where to begin,” which separates us. It’s like going, 
“I’m supposed to know more; I’m an adult. Sorry, I’m trying my ‘adultest’ hard 
right now and it’s still not working for me.” That has to be taken in at some very 
deep level going, “Well, you really have fucked up here. How did you get 
yourself here?” And then you try and rewind that to the causation of it: “What’s 
the cause and how did I get here?” And it’s like, “Oh! It was that moment!” But 
by that stage, it’s five years too late or two years too late or a month too late. 
[David] 
Discussing his flatmate, Andy (60/m/P) explained, “sometimes I give him some of 
mine, because it’s a personal thing with that one, because I think he feels he can’t go 
and ask or he feels he’s getting below the– to sort of ask.” When asked why she found it 
hard to approach foodbanks, Lynn (42/f/P) explained how it made her feel 
uncomfortable “[t]elling them that I need your help […] and trying to tell them, ‘Look, I 
need your help.’” 
Kevin (48/m/P) expressed his dislike at being unemployed, but was unable to return to 
work because of his mental health and an ongoing sleep disorder. He described the 
experience as 
[v]ery degrading. Because, y’know, how I was brought up, you don’t ask for 
help. And that’s what I feel: low, no self-respect or anything, because you’re 
asking for help. But, yeah, it’s just the odd occasion when I have to do it. I don’t 
feel nice about it; I actually feel quite horrible asking for help. But sometimes 
you just gotta do what you gotta do. [Kevin] 
There was the sense of wanting—or even needing—to be self-sufficient: “I hate being 
dependent on others for my livelihood. I really hate it, and ‘hate’ is a really strong word, 
but I will use it because that’s how I feel: I hate it” [Iosefa (51/m/NZ-SA)]; 
Olivia (–/f/P): Oh, yeah, [foodbanks are] much more welcoming [than 
WINZ]. They don’t make you feel bad and that, but I 
guess the whole thing about having to go in and ask for 
food: it’s not a nice thing to have to do, y’know? I just 
don’t like asking.  
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Interviewer:  Can you talk a bit more about that? 
Olivia: It kind of makes you feel guilty, because you feel like you 
should be able to manage better, although you can’t, 
because you haven’t got enough money to manage better. 
It just makes you feel bad going to ask; you sort of feel a 
bit guilty that maybe you should be able to manage better 
on the money you get. That’s how I feel anyway. 
Deborah (58/f/P) tended to collect the food charity for her son, who was suffering from 
depression and unable to work, because she was aware that the process would have 
made him feel worse emotionally: 
I bring my son, but he just waits in the car. Just then, she [the foodbank 
volunteer] comes out to the car and she’s treating him like a little schoolboy or 
whatever. Yeah, so, I just don’t think that helps people if they’re desperate to 
come at the time, then they don’t need that talk given to them. [Deborah] 
The second way indignity was experienced was in taking assistance away from another: 
“[f]rom my point of view, there are people out there that need it more than what I do, 
and if I go and get one, I’m taking it away from somebody else” [Eleanor (66/f/P)]. Zak 
(22/m/SYR), who used Kai Share, did not feel shame in having to use the service, but in 
taking that assistance from someone else: “I felt ashamed because there are other people 
who deserve this help more than me.” Although, the system at Kai Share has a set-up in 
which only up to 20 families are assisted at one time, and so that sense of others losing 
out is much more apparent. 
Thirdly, there was indignity in recognising that it was usually them who gave charitable 
donations, as was the case for Mahdi (42/m/SYR) when he lived in his birth country of 
Syria: 
It was very difficult [to obtain a food parcel] because we’re not used to this. It 
was difficult for us, because in our country, we used to be the ones that gave to 
others. We’ve come here, and now we’re taking from others, so we’ve found 
this very difficult. [Mahdi] 
It was disempowering, and, for former refugees, having to leave their homeland, this 
sense of disempowerment appeared multi-fold. 




I remember in the beginning I said, “Oh, my God! I’m going to receive a food 
box!” It was really hard for me to think of, y’know, myself as being a recipient, 
because my whole life, I was a donor, and, y’know, things changed. My lesson 
there is, y’know, I have to learn to accept help and it’s a great box; it helps us a 
lot. So, it is an interesting journey to change my paradigm of seeing life and, 
y’know, it is important to accept help as well and there is, y’know, nothing bad 
about it and because, y’know, I’ve always wanted to help, and why not receiving 
the help that I’ve always offered, y’know? It’s like a two-way thing. [Maria] 
However, as previously mentioned, Maria’s case stood out because she was aware that 
her need for food charity was undoubtingly short-term. She appeared comparatively 
more relaxed in receiving assistance because she knew that she could reciprocate the 
generosity in the future. 
Finally, there was the indignity of feeling that one was begging. Although William’s 
(69/m/P) foodbank experience was pleasant—“the way they deal with people nowadays 
is very compassionate”—he ended the sentence with, “they don’t make you feel as 
though you’re begging.” Getting to the position in which one feels one is begging is 
described in detail by Eleanor (66/f/P) as worse than suffering (see figure 19). For her, 
this included not only food parcels, but social welfare.  
 
I would rather scrimp and save rather than go and put myself into a position where 
I’m begging for food; I’d rather go hungry than do that. And I know that’s a stupid 
attitude to have, but that’s, unfortunately– it’s just me. I don’t go anywhere near 
welfare unless I really desperately have to. 
It’s gut wrenching, having to beg. It’s not as if– The time that I was using the– that I 
did use the foodbank, I had a family and that was the time that I really– I was 
struggling; I was on my own bringing up two kids, and I did struggle in those days, 
but I only ever used it once, and I felt as if I was begging for help, and I didn’t like 
the feeling. 
Eleanor: I don’t like feeling uncomfortable and I hate begging. I really hate 
begging, but I know that there are a lot of people out there that have 
to. 
Interviewer: I find it interesting that you use that word begging. 
Eleanor: Well, what other way can I put it? You walk into a foodbank, you 
are begging, because you’re asking for food. […] I think it was 
probably a lot to do with the way I was brought up: you don’t ask 
for handouts and that’s basically all it is, it’s a handout. It’s not 
going to make it any easier for the following week, and you can’t 
keep relying on food bags. 
 
 
 Figure 19: Eleanor on begging. 
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Iosefa (51/m/SA) also compared WINZ assistance to begging: 
Different level of existence [begging on the street]. Different level of begging. I 
think going to the foodbank is a form of begging anyway. Going to WINZ to ask 
for a food grant is a form of begging. It’s a bit more dignified than having to sit 
on the street with a jar or something like that, which I think is quite undignified. 
The whole process of having to go and beg for food is a whole undignified 
process anyway. [Iosefa] 
Mateo (45/m/MA) and Anthony (45/m/MA) were friends who had requested a joint 
interview. They were both on the Supported Living Allowance and had used foodbanks 
“200 times” in the space of a decade; they shared Iosefa’s opinion on street begging: 
Mateo: People have signs that go, “Homeless and hungry.” I wanna put, 
“Not homeless, but hungry.”  
Anthony:  “Just hungry. Just need food.”  
Mateo:  “Just hungry. Not homeless.” 
Anthony: But it’s still the same thing; you’re still hungry. You just need to 
have food. 
Mateo:  Yeah, but then I’ll be making it their problem. 
There was apparent concern that being on the street, rather than the comparatively 
closed doors of a foodbank, would make their problem of lacking food that of a member 
of the public. 
8.1.2 The indignity of acceptance 
As well as shame, two other emotions that came to the fore in people’s acceptance of a 
food parcel were gratitude and pride. A third, tolerance, was a culmination of feeling the 
need to express gratitude and suppress pride. I will address each in turn. 
8.1.2.1 The indignity of gratitude 
Many expressed frustration and anger towards their current situation; however, they 
were consistently quick to balance any grievances with gratitude for the services 
provided. It was expressions of gratitude preceded by expressions of suffering that were 
particularly jarring. For example, Iosefa (51/m/SA) explained, “It’s awful to have to do 
that. But I’m so very grateful”; “The public need to know that we don’t like it. I don’t 
like it. But also grateful. Really, really grateful for these kind people that allow us to 
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eat.” Or Ian (42/m/P), who had to repress his mistrust for the Church—“It’s just 
unfortunate that you’ve only got Christians to go to for the food parcel thing”—
expressed it as, “I don’t really trust them as far as I can spit. But at the same time, I’m 
very grateful, yeah.” 
One of the most stand out examples was Ana (27/f/MA), who expressed gratitude for 
mouldy food: “I was grateful for the food, but half the food was rotten”; “I was just 
grateful that they gave me something.” Even if it was mouldy or out-of-date, it was still 
regarded as “something.” A few participants described how the food they had received 
was mouldy, especially the bread (see figure 20). However, many shared Ana’s 
reasoning, including Eleanor (66/f/P) and Sharon (58/f/P): “I guess I’m in the same 
situation as everybody else: low on funds, low on food; any help that you get given to 
you, you appreciate” [Eleanor]; “I’ll take anything; I’m grateful” [Sharon]. 
Another example was showing gratitude while acknowledging that it was society’s 
waste food: 
Thank you to people who donate food; thank you for sharing your food with 
other humans on the same– we’re all on the same planet! Good one. […] If the 
human aren’t gonna eat it past its use-by-date, y’know, it goes to the animals or 
it’s just gonna get wasted. [Natalie (46/f/P)] 
This comment raised two issues brought up by other participants. Firstly, there was 
concern over what would happen to the food waste if food parcel operations were no 
longer present: “If we can do away with the foodbank system or, I don’t know: ‘cos 
there’s always seconds food, so how could you recycle that food?” [Ana (27/f/MA)]. 
Helen (53/f/P), who had relied on friends before she knew about foodbanks, had a 
similar opinion when asked about how society could rid itself of foodbanks: “I hope not, 
 
“Yeah, the bread and- If you leave it out on the counter and you go to have some, there’s tiny 
bits of mould on them, y’know; it’s ready to be chucked anyway.” [Helen (53/f/P)] 
“Sometimes the bread has expired.” [Fatima (35/f/SYR)] 
“Half the time, the bread’s stale as fuck.” [Tawhiri (24/m/MA)]  
 “So it goes stale very quickly if […] you’re not eating it all the time. And I’ve got a real thing 
about having stale bread; I like it fresh, but, again, that’s just me.” [Eleanor (66/f/P)] 
 
 
 Figure 20: Mouldy bread. 
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‘cos then where is all the dejected food going to go? It’s just a waste, isn’t it? If others 
can use it, why not?”  
Secondly, there was the issue of accountability, specifically in regard to poor quality 
food. There was a sense that, because it was a case of charity, one needed to be grateful 
for whatever it was: “Some people go there and, ‘Is that all you got?’ And it’s like, 
‘Man, you got that for nothing.’ And other people go there and go, ‘Thank you’” 
[Steven (57/m/P)]. There was also a question of who was accountable for food quality. 
Eleanor (66/f/P), for instance, signalled that it was not the responsibility of the 
foodbank: 
Some of the bread I’ve had in the past has been mouldy, and that’s not a good 
look for a foodbank. You don’t know whether the bread’s been frozen, so you 
put it back into the freezer, thaw it out, and it’s just rock hard, it’s just- and this 
is no fault of the guys here. [Eleanor] 
Hussein (46/m/SYR), on the other hand, gave the impression that it was: “The bread is 
off. The bread they bring from the supermarket, it’s expired, and they include it in the 
box. It’s already expired!” 
This sense of mandatory gratitude was blurred further by comparisons. For instance, 
some participants felt that they should be grateful because there was always somebody 
somewhere worse off: “I’m always, I don’t know—what’s the word?—thankful, 
y’know? Some countries don’t have things like this; we’re lucky in New Zealand, 
y’know? We’re lucky to have the benefit as well” [Craig (54/m/P)]; “We’re lucky in 
this country, when you look what’s happening around the world, Africa and that. People 
in this country, yeah: we get it too easy” [Andy (60/m/P)]. Despite her negative 
experiences, Helen (53/f/P) stated, “Just be thankful that they’re [foodbanks] there. 
Maybe not be embarrassed about it and just be thankful that we’ve got this in New 
Zealand and, y’know, think about others.” 
Gratitude was also blurred by the use of extremes, as demonstrated by Steven (57/m/P), 
who, while on the benefit a year previously, had depended on a food parcel “every three 
months or so”: 
So, I can sorta see the bigger picture […] sometimes I go, “Aww, I’m running 
out of food.” And then when I look into my cupboard I go, “Oh well, there you 
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go. There’s rice and there’s that. You can manage.” I mean, no-one’s starving in 
this country as far as I can see. [Steven] 
Likewise, Rebecca (26/f/P) did not view herself as “poor” because she was not 
homeless on the street: 
I consider myself lower on the scale than most people, but I don’t see myself as 
being in poverty because I still have a house; I still have a roof over my head; I 
still have food in my belly. I see poverty as not having any of that, and there’s a 
lot of people that don’t. [Rebecca] 
Despite relying on food parcels, her perception of poverty was focused more on the 
immediate sense of having eaten and having a home; to be poor, would be to possess 
nothing. This is different to Zak’s (-/m/SYR) description of families: that, if they can 
get by, they will live within a certain level of destitution rather than ask for assistance: 
like many [Syrian] families that I personally know: there are people here who 
get about $200 per week only, and this must cover the needs of six or seven 
individuals for food. I know many families living in need just like that. Those 
are the ones that I would tell to come and use a foodbank. But, y’know, even 
those might also feel guilt and shame doing so, because they would say, “We’re 
getting $200, which is at least enough to survive on and live in poverty, while 
others might not even get that.” [Zak] 
However, there were two instances that appeared to diverge from this way of thinking. 
Before reaching A/NZ, Hala (42/f/SYR) and Mahdi (42/m/SYR) had lived in Lebanon 
for four years: “the hardest four years of our lives.” 
 I remember one day we fled our neighbourhood for another area. At night, my 
 daughter, my youngest daughter, asked for a zaa’tar (thyme) sandwich. This 
 was such a small request and I was unable to afford it. I still remember that 
 scenario to this day and I will never forget it. It was at night and she asked for a 
 thyme sandwich: she was hungry and she wanted to eat, and I was unable to 
 provide it for her. Oh, God. [Hala] 
When discussing the benefit, they did not talk of being grateful, but of managing: “No, 
honestly it [the benefit] is not enough. But we are managing” [Mahdi]; “Sometimes by 
Thursday we have nothing left. And by Saturday and Sunday, we also have nothing left, 
but we are patient” [Hala]. They did not appear to ameliorate the situation, but 
appreciated it as opposed to showing gratitude. There was acceptance, but recognition 
that the situation was not adequate. 
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The second example was Ana (27/f/MA), a mother in her 20s, who essentially turned 
the thinking around by saying that she was grateful, but she should not have to be: “I 
fully think they’re [foodbanks] a good thing, but why can’t we have things in place so 
we don’t need this? Why is poverty so high? Like, the bigger picture things.” 
8.1.2.2 The sin of pride 
As much as gratitude was virtuous, pride was conveyed as an emotion to dispel. Andy 
(60/m/P) again compared himself to his flatmates: “But I tell the other one in the block, 
‘If you’ve got no food, don’t– Go and ring up this number, St. Vincent de Paul. And I’ll 
even go in and get it for you if you want.’ But, no, she won’t. She’s too proud. It’s just 
silly.” 
He berated her for her pride, a feeling he himself had been able to overcome. 
When asked why they thought people were uncomfortable using foodbanks, pride was 
recognised by many as a barrier: “it’s their pride. They don’t want to use it” [Donna 
(62/f/P)]; “I think pride sometimes. It’s like, I should, y’know, I should be able to 
manage and all that, but sometimes you just have to step out of that shell and go” [Kim 
(36/f/P)]. Some were thought to possess too much pride: “Some people feel 
embarrassed. Some people just won’t go there. Some people are too proud or they just 
go, ‘We’ll make do’” [Steven (57/m/P)]. 
Participants described needing to swallow their pride simply to ask for help, let alone 
help from a charity (as raised previously): 
With me, when I was growing up, and when I was bringing my own kids up […] 
you had to make the best of the situation. […] We all know there’s organisations 
out there to help you. All it takes is swallowing your pride and going and asking 
for help and sticking by what they say. [Eleanor (66/f/P)] 
Ah, it’s just people need to be more open to asking for help and not being 
stubborn, ‘cos there are advantages of asking for help. They may be able to 
suggest ways of improving your situation. So, yeah, it’s just a matter of 
swallowing your pride and asking for help. [Kevin (48/m/P)] 
Kevin (48/m/P) struggled with social anxiety; as he found dispelling his pride 
particularly hard, he would opt, as quoted in chapter 6, to occasionally go without eating 
for days. When asked what it felt like to have to swallow his pride, he responded,  
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Very degrading. Because, y’know, how I was brought up, you don’t ask for 
help. And that’s what I feel: low, no self-respect or anything, because you’re 
asking for help. But, yeah, it’s just the odd occasion when I have to do it. I don’t 
feel nice about it; I actually feel quite horrible asking for help. But sometimes 
you just gotta do what you gotta do. [Kevin] 
8.1.2.3 The virtue of tolerance 
With their pride relinquished, many then seemed to tolerate their circumstances and/or 
make-do (see figure 18). And this in no way is meant to belittle such tolerance: people 
showed impressive fortitude; mental and emotional wherewithal. Yet, their experiences 
also reflected debilitating and disempowering aspects.  
Eleanor (66/f/P) provided a good example of someone who appeared to want to convey 
the adversity she faced, but felt the need to embellish it with assurances that she was 
grateful: 
I do appreciate what I do get, it’s just that sometimes I just feel that: please don’t 
give me anymore or please change the variety. […] And don’t get me wrong: I 
do appreciate that what– I just wish that sometimes they would change their 
variety of stuff. [Eleanor] 
When discussing the paucity of the benefit, there was a sense of making the best of it: 
“you live by what you get, I suppose” [Barry (41/m/P)]. Eleanor (66/f/P) spoke of how, 
sixty years ago, that was how one would function: “All our lives we had to make the 
best out of what we have.” There was a sense that resignation to one’s circumstances 
was the best—most virtuous—way to proceed: “if you’ve got flour and water, you can 
 
Ana (27/f/MA): Never fresh in my experience; it’s never been fresh, but, 
y’know, when you’ve got nothing, that’s great. 
Tawhiri (24/m/MA): Yeah. 
Ana: When you’ve got nothing, you don’t care; you’ll make do. 
Maybe you’re going to have to stew these apples to eat 
them ‘cos they’re not quite nice enough to eat fresh, so just 
cook them up. 
“I can’t complain really ‘cos I’ve had nothing and I’ve had to make do with what they give me 
and learn how to cook something new or eat something new.” [Maia (27/f/MA)] 
“I think there’s too much people thinking they are self-entitled: we should have this and we 
should have that. Think of all the other people. […] You’ve got to manage the best way you 




Figure 21: Making do. 
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always make something” [Eleanor (66/f/P)]. In line with this, Steven (57/m/P), who was 
now struggling less because he was receiving Study Link,1 felt able to tolerant 
indigency: “At one point, I was living on not much, so, you can still do that. I mean, 
people who’ve tried to live on three dollars a day, you can. You can.” He was seemingly 
tolerant to an exceptional level: “I mean if you can’t eat and sleep, do what you can.” 
Or, as Eleanor (66/f/P) cynically contemplated in regard to receiving stale bread: “I 
suppose I could make breadcrumbs, couldn’t I?” 
As with expressing pride, there was the appearance that one should not complain, tying 
back to the need for gratitude: “I’m not complaining, no. It’s alright. It’s enough. It’s 
enough. I mean, I can’t complain” [Alan (64/m/P)]. To complain had negative 
connotations, as John (68/m/P) explained, “doing anything about it is rocking the boat 
or being a stirrer.” Complaining was therefore scolded, as articulated by Steven 
(57/m/P): “If they say no, I just go: okay, well, whaddaya do? If they say yes, then I 
say: well, thanks a lot. And that’s it. You can’t just hang around and go– People 
complain and, oh man, that gets worse.” 
On the other hand, those who bowed to their fate, he revered: 
this woman in her 60s, she’s still helping her daughter because she’s got a lot of 
kids and they can’t buy a house. So she’s stuck. So she has to run around to get 
foodbank. She doesn’t complain. If she got a can of baked beans she’d go, 
“Wow!” She gets more than that, but she doesn’t complain. [Steven] 
8.1.3 The indignity of prescription 
Lastly, I turn to the undignified nature of lacking choice, regarded by many as both 
disempowering and derogatory, as described by Ana (27/f/MA): “we should have 
personal choice; we’re adults: why treat us like a kid? ‘You should do this, this, this.’ 
I’ll do what I want to do; I will do what I want to do; don’t take away my choices. 
Choices. I don’t like that; I don’t like being limited.” 
8.1.3.1 No choice: Food 
The Mosgiel foodbank stood out for Thomas (46/m/MA) because it offered dignity not 
only through its supermarketesque set-up, but its supermarketesque provision of choice:  
 
1 Financial support for students. 
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you can see what’s on the shelves as they’re filling up your parcel, y’know? 
They’d ask the different options, the different, y’know, possibilities that are 
available to you, and that works so much better. I bet you they don’t have stuff 
sitting, those odd little items sitting on their shelves that they just don’t know 
what to do with, y’know, because they get to ask the client; it’s a far better idea. 
[…] It’s almost like you’re going shopping, because you have choice. [Thomas] 
He also felt that being able to handpick foodstuffs personally instilled a sense of trust 
and therefore dignity: “they have then the section on […] the client’s side of the counter 
where there’s the refrigerator goods; there’s the fresh produce that would spoil, and you 
just help yourself to those things.” 
Thomas even remembered the days in which people were given chits—a whole other 
level of choice, freedom, and dignity: 
I mean, in the old days, Presbyterian Support Services used to have a thing 
where they would […] actually write out a voucher for things, like milk, butter, 
bread, eggs, baking supplies, stuff like that, which you then took down to 
Countdown. [Thomas] 
However, as one foodbank explained, they no longer provide chits simply because they 
felt that certain recipients could not be trusted to purchase what was deemed 
appropriate. Most participants expressed feeling that their dignity had been 
compromised due to this lack of choice: 
the more inclusion and the more ability for choice in what’s made available 
would probably remove 90 percent of all the negative aspects of having to go to 
a foodbank. […] It’s not a nice thing to know that you have to go and use one of 
these, to rely upon the charity of somebody else. And if when you go there and, 
y’know, yes, everything’s donated, but by giving people a choice when they’re 
there, variety, selection, instead of just, “Here, take this, go,” would, yeah, 
probably remove most of that negative feeling and connotation with having to 
go and ask for help. [Thomas] 
Indignity was also felt in the lack of variety (see figure 22 on page 317): “If there was 
more of a variety, it would probably be a lot better: the variety is just not there” 
[Eleanor (66/f/P)]. However, a lack of choice ran deeper than the variety of food on 
offer: Thomas described how debilitating the inability to refuse what was offered felt, 
linking again back to the felt need for gratitude: 
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I mean, when you go into a place, you don’t know what they’ve got on those 
shelves, y’know, and if you have to turn ‘round and say to them, “Please, just no 
baked beans,” and, y’know, sort of, “No spaghetti,” because you just don’t 
like—every food parcel comes with spaghetti and/or baked beans or both—and 
to say to them, “I don’t want your kindly donated foods,” it makes you feel like 
you’re really a pretty demanding person: you should be just grateful for what 
you bloody well get. [Thomas] 
In essence, he felt he could not choose the help he wanted, let alone needed: 
whenever I’ve got a food parcel, I quickly have a look in it and you’ll identify 
certain items that you just know that you’re not gonna use, and I immediately 
pull those things and, “Look, I’m not going to use these: put them back on the 
shelf for somebody else.” It’s better that it goes back onto the foodbank shelf for 
somebody who does like it or does want it or are ambivalent about whether they 
have it or not and they’ll eventually get round to using it, then for it going to 
waste on my shelves. But the moment you do that, there’s always the feeling of– 
that you are being that choosy beggar; you are being particular; you are saying, 
“Well, I want help, but only a particular type of help that I choose to have,” 
y’know? And […] it’s just an awkward feeling […] and yet it’s quite a sensible 
thing to do […] and in the past [I’ve said], “Oh please don’t give me x, y, z,” 
and they will actually look at you as if to say, “Who are you? Where do you get 
off dictating what I am going to give you and what I’m not,” when, of course, 
that’s not what you’re trying to do. [Thomas] 
 
It’s basically always the same: pasta, baked beans, apples, oranges, noodles, tea and 
coffee, and a roll of toilet paper. When it comes down to it, it’s not really too much of 
a help to be honest with you. You end up with about three packs of rice at the top of 
your cupboard. [Wayne (45/m/P)] 
If there was more fresh vegetables, because bread has its life span of a few days. I 
mean, I’ve had bread from here on a Monday; by Wednesday, it’s green and furry. 
It’s not okay. There’s not enough variety in it [the food bags]. [Karen (70/f/MA)] 
“In my view, if you’re going to have something like this, and give food, it should be of the best 
and varied kind, and you should ask the person, ‘What would you like?’” [Hussein 
(46/m/SYR)] 
“It would be good to be able to make a meal out of what you get. Like, I got a lot of flour, corn 
flour, stuff like that; pasta, but nothing to put with it.” [Liz (33/f/P)] 
Helen (53/f/P): The food’s not what you call– it’s all tinned; you’re supposed to 
make a meal with different sorts of ingredients, dried and tinned 
and, y’know, it’s just– 
Interviewer: The mix you get is difficult [to work with]? 
Helen:   Yeah. 
 
 
Figure 22: The lack of variety. 
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The lack of variety brought to the fore the inability to meet people’s nutritional needs. 
Bread was brought up by a lot of the participants, not only because of its tendency to be 
mouldy, but due to the amount they received. Although there was at least one 
optimist—“always free bread, you can do a lot with bread, ey?” [Barry (41/m/P)]—
many were perturbed by this, including Karen (70/f/MA): 
It does help when there’s not so much bread and you get more variety; you get a 
lot of bread and you see people and they eat bread all the time. […] I think there 
needs to be more fresh foods, and fresh food coming through like vegetables. 
You get apples, but how many apples can you eat in a week? It’s like, yeah, you 
might get a carrot now and again, and you get a couple of potatoes, which may 
be half green. [Karen] 
The days I visited the food parcel operations, there was so much bread to distribute, that 
the Salvation Army had a free box of it in its reception area, and Kai Share filled two 
tables in the middle of the room for individuals in addition to their pre-made food 
boxes.  
This lack of variety also highlighted the inability to address dietary issues. Eleanor 
(66/f/P), who suffered from diabetes, could not eat most of the food offered. Labelling 
herself a “fussy eater” despite her health condition, she explained how she struggled to 
find food that was healthy for her to eat: “I never go hungry even though I don’t always 
eat what I’m supposed to eat. But I don’t go hungry.” Instead, she had resorted to 
smoking as a form of self-medication: 
as far as I’m concerned, the smokes are more important than the food 
sometimes, because I’ve had experiences recently, over the last six years: I’ve 
tried to give up three times on smoking, and three times that I’ve been giving up, 
my sugar levels have gone out of whack ‘cos I’ve been eating more. So, I said to 
my doctor last time that there was no way that I was ever going to try give up 
again, because I can’t do it cold turkey. The medication that you can take: there 
is something in there that reacts to my sugar levels, and, with me, if I’m not– 
doesn’t actually deal with it, my hands—everything goes straight to my mouth. 
[Eleanor] 
Bread for Eleanor was a massive issue, not only physically, but emotionally: “there’s 
too much bread in it [the food parcel], particularly for a person that doesn’t eat [it]. In 
fact, there’s been times where I’ve been so downhearted about it that I’ve actually been 
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tempted to give it up.” The lack of variety was also described as detrimental to mental 
well-being by other participants, including Thomas (46/m/MA): 
this idea that because a person’s poor, they should just […] live within their 
means, and, “Well, if you can’t afford it, you can’t afford it.” Well, y’know, I’m 
sorry but, when it comes to food, you can’t have a person living on a no-frills 
diet for months or years. Psychologically, they then start to suffer; physically, 
they can end up suffering as well, because they’re not going to be getting all the 
basic nutrients that they’re going to be requiring regardless, y’know, and it can 
destabilise a person in so many respects, y’know? [Thomas] 
There was also the issue of cultural acceptability. Rifat (36/m/SYR) and Hayan 
(34/f/SYR) had been obtaining a food box for five months and discussed the problems 
they had had ensuring that food was halal, despite concerted efforts on the part of the 
food charity: “Usually I send images of the food ingredients to someone to read it and 
he says that it contains gelatine, fats, and other things. I mean, although you’ve 
informed them, we’re still getting that, and we also have the language burden.” 
In the interview with Fatima (35/f/SYR) and Rima (40/f/SYR), the cultural value of 
bread really came to the fore. The desire they expressed to open a bakery was perhaps 
not so much the want for dependence—“The government should help us open an Arabic 
bakery. We don’t need anything else” (Fatima)—but that bread has a place of real 
significance in Syria; a central role in social and cultural settings: “This is really the 
most important thing” (Fatima). The bread—or “toast” bread2—offer in A/NZ was not 
comparable: “If we have this bakery, we would never eat toast anymore!” (Rima). 
As Hayan (34/f/SYR) pointed out, “I noticed that they are more focused on providing 
toast bread”; “I’ve suggested that they can add rice or sugar or oil. I mean, bread is 
okay, but it shouldn’t be only bread; there should be a balance.” She ended by cynically 
saying, “I will be honest with you and sum it up: we wait for Fridays to get the box of 
toast bread.” 
Lastly, there was indignity around having to accept food that was deemed “waste” food, 
as deliberated by Hussein (46/m/SYR). He had had to deal with bread on a number of 
levels: “sometimes, with the bread, I felt guilty if I throw it out. The city council bags 
 
2 Sliced and packaged bread. 
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are expensive.” Firstly, he felt guilty throwing food out, even when it was inedible. 
Secondly, he felt angered that he had to bear the cost of disposing of it. Lastly, he felt 
disgusted that they were being given such food: “This bread, anyone who gives this 
food they’re giving away to the people who need it: would they eat it? I am sure no! I 
am sure no!”: 
They’re giving away leftovers; it’s not doing people any good. No religion in the 
world would allow this. […] In my opinion, all this food they include; it’s at the 
end of its life in the stores; supermarkets. It’s expired, and they put it in. It’s not 
doing any good. Why don’t they put something in that’s new? They should 
provide a simple box. In my opinion, these people are terrible: that they do this 
and give us this kind of food. [Hussein] 
Hussein, who was no longer obtaining a food parcel, finished with, “they [food parcel 
recipients] shouldn’t take it, because it isn’t something that’s satisfactory. If you want to 
do something good, you should do it respectfully.” 
8.1.3.2 No choice: Solutions 
The lack of choice was also demonstrated in the additional assistance offered. 
Budgeting was a prime example: “They love sending you to the budget advisor” [Tim 
(28/m/P)]. Despite recognising that the benefit was not enough, Nicole (26/f/P) was an 
advocate of this as essentially a blanket approach to addressing people’s need for food 
charity: 
if you’re raising the benefits, that’s not gonna help everybody because, 
obviously, everybody’s in a– paying off bills and all that, but if you give them 
more money, they’re only gonna spend more money, aren’t they? So, y’know, 
and not a lot of people can really stick to their budget, can they? [Nicole] 
However, this attitude was not shared by most. Tim (28/m/P) described being sent to a 
budget advisor as making him “feel judged a bit more.” A professed “pragmatist or 
optimist or whatever,” Sharon (58/f/P) described its futility in her case: 
I went to the budget people and they took one look and they laughed and they 
said, “You don’t need to do a budget.” I said, “I worked in the tax department: I 
worked in debt collection.” I said, “I don’t need to know how to do a budget.” 
She said, “How do you survive?” And I said “Hmmm, with great difficulty!” I 
couldn’t get any more out of anything, y’know? [Sharon] 
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As did Thomas (46/m/MA): “When I don’t pay my bills, I’m not paying my bills 
because I don’t know how to write a budget: it’s because I choose not to pay that 
particular bill, y’know?” 
However, the lack of being able to choose went deeper than food and assistance. As 
expressed by Rawiri (49/m/MA), approaching a foodbank or opting to obtain a food 
parcel in the first place was not, in essence, a choice: “Where’s the freedom of choice? 
There isn’t any. Not if you’re a poor person. Not if you’re a person who has to humble 
themselves and go to a foodbank. The government don’t care whether you go to a 
foodbank or not.” 
It clearly was not a “lifestyle choice” (see figure 23). Hussein (46/m/SYR) and Yara 
(37/f/SYR), a married couple and former Syrian refugees, both said that they had felt 
“forced” into obtaining a food parcel. Also a former Syrian refugee, Jamal (29/f/SYR), 
who had come to Ōtepoti-Dunedin with her child and subsequently been deserted by her 
husband, stated, “I was forced to come here. They helped me.” Food charity was the 
only choice they had been left with. As Steven (57/m/P) bluntly asked, “And what’s 
your choices?” 
8.2 Summary 
It is important to acknowledge the emotional welfare that came from beneficial food 
charity experiences, especially in the form of compassionate and empathetic human 
contact; despite the emotional toll of approaching a charity, this was overridden in part 
at least by favourable human interactions, with volunteers and other food parcel 
recipients. There was also acknowledgement that those giving gained from the 
 
We don’t use them [foodbanks] because we want to: we use them because we have to, 
and just being aware that we have to use them, because of the bigger picture stuff, 
with the government stuff. It’s not, like, y’know, we just want free handouts: that 
perspective is– You’ve got no other choice; you’re desperate and you’re in survival 
mode. [Ana (27/f/MA)] 
“There are some who don’t want to be helped. Those ones who don’t want to be helped, you 
can’t help them. But there are a lot of people out there that are– it’s through no choice of their 
own.” [Rawiri (49/m/MA)] 
“I think it’s more the fact that you had to go there, why it feels so uncomfortable; that you’ve 
had to go there ‘cos you’ve got no money.” [Anahera (49/f/MA) 
 
Figure 23: No choice. 
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experience; that it was at least reciprocal in this respect: humaneness was being 
expressed on both sides, and, with that, a sense of dignity. Arguably, there was dignity 
to be found through comparisons with others, making people feel better about their own 
dire situation. And also, as described by Mike (57/m/P), Maria (35/f/BRA), and David 
(52/m/P), through humility and acceptance of where one was. Which begs the question: 
should one accept? In feeling uncomfortable emotions such as pride, which will be 
discussed further below, is there at least a form of traction for change? 
In line with Kittay’s notion of human dignity as exhibiting itself within caring, 
dependency, and vulnerability,3 it was clear from the experiences shared that those 
administering food parcels offered such compassion, and that real attempts were made 
to impart human dignity into undignified proceedings through human contact and even 
a sense of community and respite from the social exclusion endured elsewhere. Other 
than the immediate need for food, this appeared to be the most impactful role food 
parcel operations played: instilling a sense of dignity through recognition and inclusion.  
Yet, this sense of dignity was simultaneously nullified. Firstly, through the lack of 
choice. As Andy (60/m/P) commented, “people have still gotta live with dignity; you 
can’t just live off baked beans everyday”: dignity is lost when people have their choices, 
along with the little autonomy they possess under such conditions withdrawn, and are 
reduced to charitable institutions for basic necessities and left with the feeling that all 
they deserve are tomato saturated legumes. 
Obviously, as outlined previously, food parcel operations are constrained in what they 
can offer. Therefore, through no direct fault of their own, variety and the ability for 
people to choose is limited, and this was not lost on the participants: “if that’s all that’s 
been donated, that’s all that’s been donated” [Thomas (46/m/MA)]. However, from the 
experiences shared, it appeared that the lack of choice and variety had been internalised 
in negative ways, particularly the retraction of dignity and autonomy. 
It was not just that people lacked variety to choose from, but the capacity to make 
choices, and choices that they could have made in circumstances under their control—
 
3 Eva Kittay, “Disability, Equal Dignity and Care,” in The Discourse of Human Dignity, ed. Regina Ammicht-Quinn, 
Maureen Junker-Kenny, and Elsa Tamez (London, UK: SCM Press, 2003). 
323 
 
what Kittay terms “autonomous choosing.”4 This lack of choice led to needs not being 
met, including dietary and cultural needs, as well as subjective needs. 
This disconnect with need could also be observed in the additional assistance offered, 
budgeting being a prime example: for most of the participants, it was not that they could 
not manage their money, but that they did not have enough to manage with. Therefore, 
even in areas in which people felt in control, autonomy was again taken from them. 
Budgeting had become, in a sense, an imposed solution, even when it was not 
appropriate, which could be seen to intensify any sense of not being recognised as an 
individual with specific needs.  
The lack of choice in what was offered also put people’s sense of citizenship into 
question: they had a choice when they were a consumer; otherwise, their choices were 
revoked. Of course, as outlined in chapter 6, the options were lacking to begin with; 
therefore, it could also be seen as the indignity of no options as much as one of no 
choices. Despite the sentiments shared by Thomas (46/m/MA), the food parcel recipient 
was not an active citizen let alone consumer: not only did they lack choice, but they had 
to go through—emotional—lengths to access the food. As Sharon (58/f/P), who 
supplemented her benefit by working part-time as a supermarket cashier, commented, 
“We’re not second-class citizens, y’know? And it’s there as a need, and you never know 
when anybody else could get into that situation.” Yet, in the food charity setting, choice 
was a privilege; one beyond those who could not afford it. 
The notion of the “client”—of someone with a choice—was invalidated. Yet, at the 
same time, normalisation and institutionalisation, as discussed in the previous chapters, 
had given people justifiable expectations: “if you are going to have something like this, 
and give food, it should be of the best and varied kind, and you should ask the person, 
“What would you like?’” [Hussein (46/m/SYR)]. 
The lack of choice also stretched as far as having to use food charity in the first place. 
When someone accepted a food parcel, it was described as humiliating because they had 
no choice in that moment but to act in a way they felt was degrading or embarrassing in 
 
4 Kittay, “Disability, Equal Dignity and Care,” 110. 
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order to access a basic good; one that went against their norms and values. Ana 
(27/f/MA) had even described the experience as infantilising. 
Secondly, indignity could be seen in the lack of variety. There were issues around 
cultural acceptability, which was of particular significance for the Syrian participants, as 
well as food safety and the matter of mouldy food. Another issue was that of nutritional 
adequacy: participants found that their nutritional needs could not be met within the 
context of food charity because of what was donated, funding, storage, and what food 
charity entailed, i.e., tinned food, the health repercussions of which were recognised, as 
discussed by Ana (27/f/MA): 
‘cos if you have a well-balanced diet, that does affect your mood and how 
you’re feeling. If you have hard out takeaways, you do feel like, “Uhhh!” 
Sluggish. Whereas if you had all the fruits and veggies and stuff like that– 
Maybe that’s it: you just start with changing the diet and food and things. [Ana] 
In the case of Eleanor (66/f/P), a diabetes sufferer, she was not eating what she should 
let alone what she liked.  
Thirdly, indignity could be seen in the emotions that the exchange generated: dignity as 
vulnerability appears to be seriously marred if not lost within the power dynamics of 
giving and receiving food parcels, a transaction that is not equal and that is further 
tarnished by the societal stigma that infuses charitable food aid. That people referred to 
approaching a foodbank as “begging”—not simply “asking for help,” which itself was 
subject to reproach—is irrefutable proof that this is not a dignified practice. Notably, 
going to WINZ was also regarded as begging: social welfare was not simply a form of 
assistance, but a glorified form of asking for alms—food charity and social assistance 
were interchangeable. 
Gratitude was seen as a natural and deserved—or expected—response to food charity. 
But the interviews brought to the fore how such help, well-meaning though it is, could 
blur how people perceived and reacted to their circumstances. The fact that participants 
had a tendency to say “it’s awful, but I’m grateful” as opposed to “I’m grateful, but it’s 
awful” left the impression that the awfulness was worse, and that what they were 
grateful for, was not quite the saving grace they wanted it to be, or at least to appear. At 
the very least, more thought was placed into why it was an unfavourable experience; the 
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gratitude appeared to be a way of exonerating themselves from their previous comments 
in light of the fact that to complain of that which is “freely” given—and from a 
charity—was contemptible. However, gratitude for mouldy food came across as such a 
warped sense of gratitude, reflecting a sense of disempowerment: the food is spoiled, 
inedible, yet it was still deemed better than nothing. That is why Ana’s (27/f/MA) way 
of understanding the situation was so striking: there was the recognition that gratitude 
was due, but that this should not be the end of the story, let alone the sentence. 
Another disempowering emotion that the exchange produced was shame (see figure 24 
on page 326). Two of the foodbank representatives interviewed acknowledged that 
people may experience embarrassment at having to use their service. The St. Vincent de 
Paul representative was acutely aware of this because of their physical set-up: people 
have to pass through their charity shop in order to reach the foodbank (although efforts 
were made to be discreet in light of this). The Otago University Students’ Association’s 
foodbank representative explained how most students who came in for assistance were 
not embarrassed and that, in fact, it was embarrassment that would stop people from 
coming in the first place, which could originate from the feeling that one is a failure: 
“Baseline success criteria for being human: can you feed yourself?” 
 However, while they spoke of embarrassment, most of the recipients referred to shame. 
Although both are self-conscious emotions and, not only used interchangeably, but even 
regarded synonymously, there is also recognition that they are distinct:5 at the risk of 
simplification, compared to shame, embarrassment can be regarded as a milder 
emotion,6 with no moral foundation,7 and shorter lived.8 
 
 
5 It has been argued that embarrassment is felt when one feels that one’s persona has been jeopardised in a certain 
way; the presented self is flawed. Whereas shame is when one feels that one has not been able to adhere to the 
general standards of human worthiness; that one has transgressed morally and so is morally defective. Mary K. 
Babcock and John Sabini, “On Differentiating Embarrassment from Shame,” European Journal of Social Psychology 
20, no. 2 (1990), https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2420200206; A. H. Buss, Psychological Dimensions of the Self 
(London, UK: Sage, 2001); June Tangney et al., “Are Shame, Guilt, and Embarrassment Distinct Emotions?,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 70, no. 6 (1996), https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.70.6.1256. 
6 Buss, Psychological Dimensions of the Self. 
7 Dan Zahavi, “Shame and the Exposed Self,” in Reading Sartre: On Phenomenology and Existentialism, ed. 
Jonathan Webber (London, UK: Routledge, 2010). 
8 Although, at the same time, no consensus has been reached. W. Ray Crozier, “Differentiating Shame from 
Embarrassment,” Emotion Review 6, no. 3 (2014), https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073914523800. 
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Shame divulged itself in a number of different ways when discussed by participants: 
shame at having to use a foodbank, compounded by self-blame at being reduced to such 
a requirement; shame at needing to accept a hand-out, placing it within the same bracket 
as begging; shame at having to ask for help, at being unable to deal with the situation 
themselves. Shame embodied a sense of worthlessness, inadequacy, and judgement; in 
other words, a sense of indignity. With the shame, there was an atomisation of blame: a 
deep sense of having failed, because one should be able to take responsibility for 
oneself, which in turn led to a reduction in acknowledging or no recognition of the 
wider structural issues at play.  
For some participants, obtaining a food parcel was a twofold blow: they felt shame at 
having to ask for help and then felt that they did not deserve that help because someone 
else needed the food more. Or perhaps this sentiment provided some form of 
worthiness: they were giving back by not taking from someone else; they could retrieve 
some form of self-worth and dignity through this sacrifice. 
Based on these interviews, to Williams et al.’s emotional nexus of shame, stigma, and 
gratitude,9 I would add pride. How pride differed from shame and gratitude was that it 
should be banished as opposed to borne. Participants described having to swallow their 
pride in order to approach a food charity organisation, and be able to ask for assistance 
at all. It again appeared to place the blame on the individual: an impression from the 
 
9 Andrew Williams et al., “Contested Space: The Contradictory Political Dynamics of Food Banking in the UK,” 
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 48, no. 11 (2016), https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X16658292. 
 
“It’s actually quite hard to have to go in and ask for food. Sort of feel that people look down on 
you.” [Olivia (–/f/P)] 
The embarrassing bit is, I know other people use them as well: people who I know 
personally […] with other people– some people, I just don’t mention it or anything 
like that, ‘cos, y’know, I don’t know what they’d think. [Craig (54/m/P)] 
Maia (27/f/MA): Someone that may be more well off than you and you know them 
and you’re like, they’re going to see me and look at me differently 
the next time you see them. Yeah, I always get anxious to have to 
even think about going there. 
Ana (27/f/MA): It’s like a shame thing, aye. 
Maia:  Yeah, definitely. 
 
Figure 24: The shame of food charity. 
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participants’ experiences was, what right did they have for feeling pride when they are 
to blame for their circumstances and then reduced to a food parcel because of these 
decisions? It even exacerbated the sense of shame: that they had the audacity to feel in 
any way aggrieved, especially when one aligns pride with an exorbitant sense of 
entitlement. People had to actively quash their pride and were left feeling shame and 
humiliation. Unless they had children that is: then, they had been able to follow their 
own moral rules and could take pride in that.  
As outlined previously, food charity had become part of everyday life for many 
participants: although there was the sense that circumstances were “wrong,” they were 
the norm, which had led to a sense of tolerance. People continued to live not only in 
uncomfortable conditions externally, but potentially a sense of wrongness within 
themselves. They had essentially been silenced and disempowered in regard to their 
recognition as citizens, a point recognised by some through their particular resentment 
at being sent to a foodbank by WINZ. Yet, at the same time, foodbanks, for many, were 
regarded as part of the social welfare system—and understandably so when WINZ was 
giving out referral letters—while simultaneously they were publically berated, and 
berated themselves, for using them. 
Reflecting on these analysis chapters, there is a subtractive dignity effect as one moves 
through them: from how certain individuals are perceived within society to how they are 
then treated by social welfare agencies to how they then feel about themselves when 
faced with obtaining a food parcel. This shows the resilience that people must have, as 
well as the personal—and social—cumulative and compounding damage that is 
occurring. The blaming and shaming mentality, and the institutions and initiatives that 
have come out of this (chapters 2 and 3), including the transformation of food charity 
(chapter 4), are culpable in this damage, as well as ensuring that it is not effectively 
addressed. 
As outlined in chapters 2 to 4, there is a need for material assistance and access, and 
these analysis chapters support this, but they also add the importance of observing the 
personal and relational component, and the need to acknowledge both the structural 
constraints and insecurities, and the agency of people living within these: domestic 
hunger constitutes not only material and economic deprivation, but damaging social 
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relations and disempowering emotional burdens. The inclusion of these lived 
experiences altered the angle of vision to afford a sharper sociological understanding: 
they contributed a psychological layer to the structural constraints previously outlined, 
and highlighted how poverty is personal as well as relational,10 not only at a societal 
level, as discussed in chapters 3 and 4, but also on an interpersonal level, as revealed 
particularly in this and the previous chapter. As observed by Ridge and Wright, 
“[p]eople who are experiencing poverty do so within an established, if fluid, framework 
of social relations and public and policy discourses about poverty which can impose 
shape and meaning on that experience.”11 
What was starkly apparent within the A/NZ socio-economic context was how such 
social relations are comprised of inequalities, including economic and racial. As 
outlined in chapter 3, there is a blame/shame mentality: an economic system founded on 
inequality and the justification of poverty and domestic hunger through neoliberal 
tenets; a lack of adequate state support and a social welfare system that is based on 
punitive measures; a narrow and quantified understanding of food security, which is 
dominated by nutrition and advocates hunger responsibilisation; and the funding of food 
provision in response to the coronavirus-induced rise in poverty rather than longer-term 
food access via raised incomes. As covered in chapter 4, food charity has attempted to 
fill the state-shaped hole and in doing so provided severely needed support, but also 
intensified this blame/shame, punitive response; the assistance provided by food 
charities is ultimately given in the context of inequality and discrimination. 
It is therefore unsurprising that many of the experiences shared imparted a profound 
sense of brokenness. However, they also conveyed anger at unjust systems, as well as 
admirable resilience and positivity. These analyses chapters brought to the fore the 
multi-dimensionality of poverty, including the humiliation, shame, and isolation of this 
social issue. The experiences shared supported the indignities discussed in the previous 
contextual chapters, including how the neoliberalisation of human dignity has led to 
 
10 Robert Walker, The Shame of Poverty (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
11 Tess Ridge and Sharon Wright, “Introduction,” in Understanding Inequality, Poverty and Wealth, ed. Tess Ridge 
and Sharon Wright (Bristol, UK: Policy Press, 2008), 3. 
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Othering, exclusion, and social scorn; the degradation of accessing WINZ; and the 
retraction of dignity, as well as the acquisition of it, in food charity spaces.  
In the following chapter, I will attempt to consolidate my findings, considering both the 
contextual and the personal. Creating an overall framework out of the research 
questions laid out in chapter, I will delve deeper into the inequalities and detrimental 
discourses that have essentially been retained since colonisation, and explore how they 





9 Discussion: Integrating the Levels of Analysis 
In chapters 3 and 4, I investigated the political, economic, and social context of 
Aotearoa New Zealand (A/NZ), using the concepts examined in chapter 2—human 
dignity, neoliberalism, and food charity—as a foundation. In chapters 6 to 8, I then 
focused on the lived experiences of those who have depended on food parcels within the 
A/NZ city of Ōtepoti-Dunedin. In line with a critical qualitative approach, I will now 
seek to place these lived experiences within the larger-scale social processes reviewed, 
using the research questions established in the introduction as my framework: 
̶ How have neoliberal principles and state policy framed human dignity, 
impacting how it is understood and experienced on a social and personal level, 
and exacerbated domestic hunger within A/NZ? 
̶ As a major response to the increase in domestic hunger brought about by 
neoliberal policies, how is food charity part of the neoliberal narratives it is 
attempting to assuage? 
̶ How are the dignity and indignity generated by neoliberal narratives and food 
charity experienced by food parcel recipients? 
 
The following three sections will attempt to address each of the research questions in 
turn. I will begin by looking into how the concept of human dignity has been reframed 
within neoliberal thinking and how this has been translated within state policy and food 
charity. I will then look at the interaction between food charity and three contradictory 
neoliberal narratives: the social (un)acceptability of food charity, the (in)dependency of 
those who rely on food charity, and the (un)deservingness of those who rely on food 
charity. Finally, I will move onto how (in)dignity is experienced by those who depend 
on the assistance food charity provides, and how this is impacted by the wider 
neoliberal narratives and understandings of human dignity. My conclusion will then 
seek to bring together the significant messages of all three sections, with emphasis 
placed on how this study fits within the wider social dialogue of food charity. 
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9.1 Framing Human Dignity 
I will consider the framing of human dignity in three main ways: firstly, as the 
capitalisation of human dignity by neoliberal individualistic rationale and the 
detrimental impacts this has had on collectivity; secondly, how this individualistic 
understanding of human dignity has led to the responsibilisation of hunger, which can 
be found within state policy as well as food charity, and the indignity that has resulted 
from this; and thirdly, how state action in regard to social welfare—called for in the 
name of dignity—has not been forthcoming, despite the introduction of a Wellbeing 
Budget and the Welfare Expert Advisory Group’s (WEAG) report. 
9.1.1 Capitalisation of human dignity 
I began chapter 2 by considering human dignity in two main ways: an innate, 
inalienable sense of worth, as encapsulated within human rights discourse, and one that 
empowers and has been used as a grounding concept by social justice causes; and as a 
vulnerable sense of worth that needs protecting and is damaged by external influences. 
However, despite their antithetical nature, what appeared to connect these 
interpretations is the need to not only respect that everyone possesses worth but to 
recognise people as individuals with their own worth, whoever they are and whatever 
their background. In this respect, people’s sense of dignity is inextricably linked to other 
people and to how they feel about their own worth. 
The neoliberal ideals of individual freedom and the individualistic and competitive 
economic human have moulded a life of dignity into a binary of winners and losers and 
the need to succeed over others. As recounted in chapter 2, this meaning reflects a 
return to the word’s etymological roots of rank and honour, while Kant’s definition of 
individuals possessing rational agency, the capacity of self-governance, and the ability 
to make moral choices has been nullified if one is poor, which was reflected on in 
chapters 3 and 7 through the treatment borne by individuals when dealing with Work 
and Income New Zealand (WINZ) and food charity, respectively. The idea of individual 
freedom and choice are tied into that of wealth being what liberates and choice being 
enhanced by wealth, i.e., human dignity is not bound to the self but wealth. 
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Mutual recognition of worth has thereby been stymied by notions of freedom, 
competition, and individualism: other people are regarded as competitors rather than 
compatriots; they become a means to an end. The vulnerable component of human 
dignity has thereby been capitalised on in the sense that it can be manipulated to 
essentially keep people conforming to the status quo, i.e., remain in paid employment, 
which has been assisted by charity and the age-old humiliation connected to having to 
rely on such a service, as covered in chapter 4. The subsequent societal withdrawal, as 
discussed by Hojman and Miranda in chapter 2, can be seen to reflect a way in which 
human dignity has been capitalised on further:1 such withdrawal organically causes 
people to socially exclude themselves; they do not take action; they are politically 
castrated and even seemingly complicit within this state of affairs in that their 
disempowerment and consequential lack of drive is recast as laziness and demotivation. 
The innate component, on the other hand, has been invalidated on the grounds that 
worth is earned. And this discourse has prevailed without antagonistic rights-based talk; 
as discussed in chapter 1, economic, social, and cultural rights—positive rights that 
would oblige the state to take action—are not even recognised within A/NZ’s Bill of 
Rights Act (BORA). Despite BORA being recognised for lacking any real authority,2 
including these human rights would still provide a “significant contribution” in a 
number of ways, as outlined by Amnesty International.3 One particularly significant 
way named in this context is that, as BORA is recognised publically as an important 
part of the country’s human rights framework, it would increase public awareness of 
economic, social, and cultural rights, driving them further into the social consciousness. 
It would also assist in making human rights less abstract. I appreciate Jütten’s 
separation of innate dignity as being more conceptual and ontological than its personal 
 
1 Daniel A. Hojman and Álvaro Miranda, “Agency, Human Dignity, and Subjective Well-Being,” World 
Development 101 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.07.029. 
2 Human Rights Commission, Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in New Zealand: Submission of the Human 
Rights Commission for the Fourth Periodic Review of New Zealand under the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (Wellington, NZ: Human Rights Commission, 2018). 
3 Amnesty International, New Zealand: Rights for All yet to Be Realised Amnesty International Submission for the 
UN Universal Periodic Review, 32nd Session of the UPR Working Group, January-February 2019 (London, UK: 
Amnesty International, 2019). Other points raised were that it would strengthen the possibility of economic, social, 
and cultural right inclusion in future legislation; it would encourage policy and administrative action to be in line with 
economic, social, and cultural rights; and, by affording these rights the same legal status as civil and political rights, it 
would solidify the state’s claim that it regards all human rights as indivisible. 
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counterpart (chapter 2).4 However, the danger with this distinction is that the “inner 
kernel” representation is pigeonholed as impalpable, when I would argue that it is just 
as relevant sociologically: innate human dignity is a direct attack on the neoliberal 
notion of freedom and autonomy. By defining humanity, human dignity not only points 
out what we are but invites us to question where we are going and how certain 
developments would affect our perception of humanity.5 It also makes us realise that as 
“free” individuals, capable of doing what we want, we have a responsibility to act in 
ways that respect and defend the human dignity of others, relating it to the capacities of 
choice and responsibility, and the need to moderate excessive individual freedom and 
the actions of others.6 
In chapter 8, participants were quick to talk about pride and/or shame, but they did not 
talk so readily about dignity. I would argue that, as with human rights, this is because it 
has been moralised: it is how we are viewed by others and socially oriented. The 
narrative of human dignity as innate and alienable has been lost. However, far from 
being “unnecessary, unsuccessful, and pernicious,”7 I would contend that to know that 
one possesses such inalienable fortitude could be—and has proven to be when used as 
the bedrock of social causes—empowering, especially when aligned with the legal 
elaboration of human rights. 
I would therefore agree with Seltser and Miller that the two appreciations—the extrinsic 
and intrinsic—are interconnected,8 and of equal importance. What came across in 
chapters 6 to 8 was the damaging of the vulnerable side through the introduction of 
neoliberal policies outlined in chapter 3, but also the injurious impact of having lost an 
innate, anchoring sense of human dignity, due to neoliberal narratives that seek to 
separate people from one another. One such narrative that markedly came a 
 
4 Timo Jütten, “Dignity, Esteem, and Social Contribution: A Recognition-Theoretical View,” Journal of Political 
Philosophy 25, no. 3 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1111/jopp.12115. 
5 Christian Byk, “Is Human Dignity a Useless Concept? Legal Perspectives,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Human 
Dignity: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Dietmar Mieth et al. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2014). 
6 Klaus Steigleder, “Human Dignity and Social Welfare,” in The Cambridge Handbook of Human Dignity, ed. 
Marcus Düwell et al. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
7 Suzy Killmister, Contours of Dignity (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2020), 16. 
8 Barry Jay Seltser and Donald Earl Miller, Homeless Families: The Struggle for Dignity (Champaign, USA: 
University of Illinois Press, 1993), 2. 
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cross within A/NZ’s initiatives in chapter 2, food charity in chapter 3, and the 
participants’ experiences in the previous three chapters was that of hunger 
responsibilisation: the “official” understanding of food security and the resulting 
policies have placed a great deal of onus on the individual, and food charity throughout 
its evolution in A/NZ (chapter 4) has created spaces of social retribution rather than 
simply food relief. 
9.1.2 Responsibilisation of hunger 
As I outlined in chapter 3, efforts to appear a prosperous colony have been at the 
detriment of those benefitting least from any abundance on offer. Inaction and even 
claims by leaders that poverty did not exist within the country,9 led to starvation in the 
19th century, firstly, through the lack of social welfare provision for fear of reproducing 
England’s Poor Laws, and secondly, through the demonisation of charity due to its 
apparent foundation within British class ideals.10 Since the 1930s, there has been state 
social welfare provision, and, as outlined in chapter 4, today charity is even celebrated 
through nationwide events and campaigns. Yet, what has not changed is the idea that 
the causes of said charity—poverty and domestic hunger—are the fault of the 
individual, and more a personal attribute than a structural problem, embedded as this 
reasoning is within capitalist and colonial thinking: the mind-set of 
superiority/inferiority that led to the marginalisation of Māori is as much apparent today 
in (un)deserving logic for the indigenous population, as well as for other marginalised 
groups, e.g., those who are poor—they possess inherent character flaws. Even though 
today’s Labour Government is discussing poverty within the political arena, it is in 
terms of the child, not the adult.11 As quoted in chapter 4 from the Tāmaki Makaurau-
Auckland’s Metro magazine two decades ago, poverty remains an “unsexy” topic.12 
Even a number of the participants did not view themselves as hungry, despite their 
dependence on food charity. Instead, hunger was an issue experienced by those 
 
9 “Local and General,” Hawera & Normanby Star (Taranaki, NZ), 7 July, 1905, 2; “The General Elections,” 
Wanganui Herald (Whanganui, NZ), 30 November, 1905, 2. 
10 Margaret McClure, A Civilised Community: A History of Social Security in New Zealand 1898-1998 (Auckland, 
NZ: Auckland University Press, 1998). 
11 Ministry of Health, Household Food Insecurity among Children: New Zealand Health Survey (Wellington, NZ: 
Ministry of Health, 2019), ix. 
12 Diane Robertson, “Mission Impossible?,” Metro (Auckland, NZ), July, 2002, 90. 
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elsewhere, in other countries, primarily because many equated it with starvation: 
“Hunger is when you’ve really got nothing […] You’ve got nothing and you really 
haven’t got any access to anything, not even access to fruit or veggies or anything […] 
Like in Africa, […] they’re starving, we know, and it’s very sad” [Karen (70/f/MA)]. 
And those from overseas, specifically former refugees from Syria, did connect with 
hunger in a more direct manner: “It’s extremely hard. When I’m hungry, I can’t do 
anything” [Jamal (29/f/SYR)] 
A “very silent enemy” was Sharon’s (58/f/P) description of hunger in A/NZ. The 
silence could speak to inaction on the issue, but also to the lack of identification by 
those who are hungry because of its shameful nature. The understanding of hunger by 
those dependent on food parcels was of an immediate need that required assuaging: 
physical hunger; what was absent was an externally-based appreciation: the wider 
sociological, political, and economic sides to their hunger. 
But this is in no way meant as an attack on their perceptions of this issue: if anything, it 
highlights the all-encompassing nature of hunger, i.e., it is understandable that you may 
not have the energy, time, and inclination to ponder upon the wider sociological 
implications. As political theorist Hannah Arendt explains, politics consists of 
everything beyond the necessity to attend to our basic needs: politics is what can happen 
once you are no longer struggling for food, worrying about your safety, or living 
paycheque to paycheque.13 The political is the realm of freedom; the social is the realm 
of biological and psychological needs. 
The other way of understanding their inability to identify with being hungry is the 
stigma associated with saying one is hungry, i.e., being unable to feed oneself 
independently. A major issue is that, as reflected on in chapter 8, participants blamed 
themselves—in excess—for their circumstances: the indignity of hunger had been 
internalised as self-blame.  
In chapter 4, I considered how the responsibilisation of hunger has been prevalent since 
the days of the soup kitchen. As well as being embedded within capitalist values, it was 
complementary to the individualistic colonial mind-set of self-reliance, evident even in 
 
13 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, Charles R. Walgreen Foundation Lectures, (Chicago, USA: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958). 
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first attempts to sanction poor relief in the form of the 19th century destitute persons’ 
legislation. Such thinking was also closely in line with the colonial “milk and honey” 
façade: it is not a fault of the country but the individual. 
It is striking how, despite the severe lack of employment, compounded by high 
emigration into the country, and multiple economic depressions, focus remained on the 
fecklessness of the poor, justifying a lack of social assistance. Fast forward to today 
and, although the method of food charity may have changed, and the breadlines 
replaced with less conspicuous appointment times,14 the victim-blaming mentality has 
prevailed; while foodbanks might be affiliated with neoliberal politics in particular, 
their ideological foundations were evidently established beforehand. Parallels can be 
drawn between the prevalence of soup kitchens during the 19th century and of 
foodbanks during the 1990s. Just as soup kitchens were deemed unnecessary when they 
first made an appearance in the 1850s and seen as generating their own demand,15 so 
foodbanks have been condemned as a creation of the poor rather than for them.16 In line 
with this, although there are evident practical issues around food limitations, the need 
for reasoning and prescribed packages of food also have their roots within a lack of 
trust,17 based on the idea that those in need are ultimately to blame because of an 
inability to make advantageous decisions. 
Budgeting as a go-to solution is a prime example. In a system of self-blame, it is an 
ideal resolution for those on a low-income, reinforcing the mantra of personal 
responsibility, pushed by both foodbanks and WINZ, and now part of the government’s 
COVID-19 response: extra funding on top of the $32 million allocated to food banks 
and other community food service providers will be given to 131 budgeting services 
nationwide, in the knowledge that “more New Zealanders may need advice on how to 
best manage their finances.”18 This is particularly harsh in light of the fact that the 
 
14 Although, not so much around Christmas, e.g., Joanna MacKenzie, “Christmas Queues Begin at Auckland City 
Mission,” Radio New Zealand, 7 December, 2016, http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/319853/christmas-
queues-begin-at-auckland-city-mission. 
15 “The Soup Kitchen,” New Zealand Herald (Auckland, NZ), 23 May, 1867, 4. 
16 “Banking on Hunger,” New Zealand Listener (Auckland, NZ), 19 December, 1992, 33-5. 
17 “Almsgiving,” Dunstan Times (Clyde, NZ), 12 April, 1872, Supplement, 1; McClure, A Civilised Community: A 
History of Social Security in New Zealand 1898-1998. 
18 New Zealand Government, “Supporting Our People as We Rebuild the Economy,” news release, 14 May, 2020, 
par. 4, https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/PA2005/S00119/supporting-our-people-as-we-rebuild-the-economy.htm. 
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current Labour Government is refusing to raise benefits, despite recent calls to,19 as will 
be discussed in the following section. 
In the 1880s, soup kitchen use was blamed on “unwise” spending habits, i.e., on 
alcohol;20 likewise, the rise of foodbanks in 1990s focused on money mismanagement. 
The inability to cope with one’s personal finances has continually been framed as a 
behavioural issue, and the problem is thereby a lack of budgeting skills aggravated by a 
lack of knowledge of how to shop economically, cooking skills to prepare cheap—and 
healthy—meals, and gardening skills to grow food in the first place; as revealed in the 
literature review, individuals are portrayed as giving priority to drug and gambling 
addictions over healthy food.21 And this was the case for some, as shared in chapter 6. 
But this is an issue of addiction: it is not a “choice.” 
This is not to say that money mismanagement was not a factor in some way—and, 
again, participants admitted to such “transgressions” (chapter 6). In addition, someone 
can choose not to have seven cats; they can choose not to have children; to use public 
transport or a bicycle rather than own a car; to supplement their income in some way. 
But it is dangerous when this focus on personal responsibility detracts from the larger 
structural issues; when it shifts the narrative too much in one direction: people’s dignity 
is damaged because they are made to feel monitored in regard to their spending habits, 
and undeserving of the pleasures of an average standard of living. Their rights and 
needs as an A/NZ citizen are invalidated until they have redeemed themselves, e.g., 
found employment; have enough income to feed themselves. 
Emerging policies are also less concerned with the rights and needs of the citizen and 
more on reforming behaviours, intervening in community “dysfunction,” and driving 
economic integration through mainstream employment. Nutrition-based initiatives are a 
case in point, as raised in chapter 3. The World Health Organization’s Commission on 
Ending Childhood Obesity has reported on the significant role the food industry could 
play in addressing childhood obesity rates, particularly in regard to food content, 
 
19 Josephine Franks, “Raise Benefits by Christmas, Charities Urge Government,” Stuff, 9 November, 2020, 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/123335339/raise-benefits-by-christmas-charities-urge-government. 
20 Keith Richardson, “Growing Need for Handouts,” Evening Post (Wellington, NZ), 3 June, 1992, 25. 
21 Amber Bastian and John Coveney, “The Responsibilisation of Food Security: What Is the Problem Represented to 
Be?,” Health Sociology Review 22, no. 2 (2013), https://doi.org/10.5172/hesr.2013.22.2.162. 
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responsible marketing, and availability and affordability of nutritious options.22 Yet, 
there has been a dearth of regulations targeting the transformation of the social and 
environmental factors that influence obesity, thwarted by the immense power of the 
food industry lobby in ensuring that its interests and influence are not jeopardised. This 
can be witnessed in the current Labour Government’s reluctance to introduce hard 
measures or targets, which jars against its rights of the child rhetoric. 
As outlined in chapter 3, the state has confined its discussion and solutions to domestic 
hunger within its representation of food security, as well as defining its own role in 
addressing the issue. In this case, food security is measured primarily in terms of 
nutrition, as reflected by the majority of state administered nutrition surveys. The 
government’s deliberate non-engagement with certain components of hunger has not 
only culminated in a lack of action but justified it: its narrow interpretation of hunger 
and also food means that it is not engaged with these issues in other ways, weakening 
acknowledgement of domestic hunger on a more holistic level. 
Of course, nutrition is a part of food; arguably, it is nutrition that people need to 
function properly rather than food per se.23 However, as reviewed in chapter 2, viewing 
food primarily in this way strips it of its other less quantifiable characteristics; it 
“scientifies” and thereby even complicates it. From the policies and initiatives covered 
in chapter 3, including the New Zealand Childhood Obesity Programme, as well as the 
Health Star Rating system, Children and Young People’s Advertising Code, and even 
the school feeding programmes, this appreciation of food has skewed the food security 
debate, and has made it an issue of the individual. Eating a “good” diet entails 
proactively ensuring that you, as an individual, eat the “right” food and make the “right” 
choices, for which the A/NZ government provides information and guidelines. This 
then—lucratively—links back to the idea of the “rational consumer,” i.e., 
the assumption that the individual is responsible for their unhealthy eating habits 
and their inability to control their urges and desires. Such problems would not 
 
22 World Health Organization, Report on the Commission on Ending Childhood Obesity. Implementation Plan: 
Executive Summary (Geneva, Switzerland: WHO, 2017). 
23 Yiheng Chen, Marek Michalak, and Luis B. Agellon, “Importance of Nutrients and Nutrient Metabolism on 
Human Health,” The Yale Journal of Biology and Medicine 91, no. 2 (2018). 
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occur if the individual was a more rational consumer and more highly skilled in 
self-regulation.24 
Such strategies as outlined above do not take into consideration the multiple dimensions 
involved in hunger, which were made apparent through the interviews: in chapter 6, for 
instance, food parcel recipients expressed their inability to achieve the guidelines set out 
by successive governments on healthy eating. Arguments for nutrition programmes 
ignore the reality of those who are hungry, and the “social, cultural, economic and 
political conditions from where these problems emerge”:25 focus is conveniently placed 
on the physiological rather than the social implications of food access.  
Participants also identified the emotional, cultural, and communal importance of food 
(see figure 25). But, in the foodbank setting, food is what you are given. Therefore, it is 
not that participants were not aware that they were not eating as healthily as they could 
or should be: they were simply constrained financially and limited to the diet provided 
within food parcels. As discussed in chapter 2, people cannot afford to be connected to 
the other dimensions. Talking of individual responsibility for nutrition is unfair within 
the scope of poverty, adding to the indignity of being poor by compounding the 
apportioned blame. 
 
24 Matthew McDonald et al., “Social Psychology, Consumer Culture and Neoliberal Political Economy,” Journal for 
the Theory of Social Behaviour 47, no. 3 (2017): 65, https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.12135. 
25 McDonald et al., “Social Psychology, Consumer Culture and Neoliberal Political Economy,” 66. 
 
“If you don’t eat, you don’t shit, then you die, so you have to eat.” [Mateo (45/m/MA)] 
“It’s what we are, food machines.” [Iosefa (51/m/SA)] 
“Our whole life is food, food, food. We couldn’t work or do anything. People work to eat.” 
[Jamal (29/f/SYR)] 
“Just something to help you survive. Well, not just something: it’s the main thing.” [Rebecca 
(37/f/P)] 
“It also can make people happy, having good food.” [Donna (62/f/P)] 
“It gets you happy.” [Deborah (58/f/P)] 
“It’s a bonding experience”; “it just brings people together.” [Tane (45/m/MA)] 
“Food is like […] a spiritual thing […] I cannot even explain how much we should respect 




Figure 25: The importance of food. 
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“Well, you are what you eat” was one seemingly throw away comment made by Mike 
(57/m/P). However, this statement is potentially more poignant than he intended to 
make it: if you are financially secure, you can choose to eat food of a different quality to 
those whose choices are limited due to economic constraints. As Hussein (46/m/SYR) 
commented, “A human has to eat all types of food during the week, but a poor person 
doesn’t have that option.”  
Not only has commodification of food led to it being quantified pecuniarily but also in 
regard to its substance: it is reduced to its nutrient composition and prescriptive 
connection to physical health; it is the sum of its calories and macronutrients. 
Unsurprisingly, this reduction of food into a calorie commodity does not compute on 
the human level. Thomas (46/m/MA) described how eating simply to ease physical 
cravings was not satisfying because, although the calories may be present, the emotional 
connection was absent and so, despite the physical fullness, one craved more: “a jam 
sandwich and a packet of noodles for lunch can be filling; […] it can stop you from 
being hungry, but if you’re going to be having that for lunch every day, you’re going to 
be having a spiritual hunger for food that you’re not getting.” 
Yet, neoliberal “common-sense,” discussed earlier by Peck, had succeeded in degrading 
the way in which people connect to food: “It’s just costing me, aye. If it’s under $2, I 
can eat it. That’s basically how I think about food” [Chris (32/m/P)]. Food is reduced to 
a financial expense; being able to view it another way—as outlined above—is a luxury 
for those who can afford it. 
9.1.3 Dignifying welfare 
Notably, the WEAG report was entitled “Whakamana Tāngata – Restoring Dignity [my 
italics] to Social Security in New Zealand.”26 The report refers to the Kia Piki Ake Te 
Mana Tangata Framework, which consists of six values, the first of which is 
manaakitanga: “People are treated with, and able to live in, dignity.” Human dignity as 
understood by the WEAG and those they spoke to, represented an inherent 
 
26 Welfare Expert Advisory Group, Whakamana Tāngata—Restoring Dignity to Social Security in New Zealand 
(Wellington, NZ: WEAG, 2019). 
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understanding: the need to express ahora (love and compassion) to one another; to 
recognise the worth in oneself and in others. 
When I asked WEAG Chair, Cindy Kiro, why dignity had been chosen as opposed to 
well-being—in line with the Labour Party’s budget approach—she responded,  
Dignity was what those we consulted with told us they wanted to experience. 
They could deal with almost anything, but feeling their dignity stripped away 
was the most hurtful thing of all. Wellbeing is a product of many things, 
including material wellbeing, mental and physical etc. We chose the title to 
show that we needed to do things that work to enhance people’s mana, not 
diminish it.27 
Ian Jutson, acting as New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services (NZCCSS) 
President, also commented on the significance of the report focusing on dignity: “It is 
wonderful to see that this report places the dignity and the mana (life force) of people at 
the centre of its recommendations. This means providing hope and the chance for 
people to improve their lives and be truly part of our society.”28 
As part of his speech introducing the budget in 2019, even Grant Robertson, then acting 
as Minister of Finance, discussed the importance of a welfare system that is “fairer and 
upholds the dignity of New Zealanders that need support from it.”29 
The focus of this thesis was not the welfare system; however, there are distinct parallels 
between the experiences included in the WEAG report and those discussed in this 
research, particularly in chapters 7 and 8, which brought to light how the indignity of 
the welfare system is compounded by the indignity of food charity. As written in the 
report,  
People do not have enough to live on, the support to help people to 
independence is inconsistent and punitive, the most vulnerable are becoming 
further marginalised and disenfranchised […] Dignity and respect are missing. 
People want to see more compassion and empathy.30 
 
27 Cindy Kiro, email correspondence, 1 October, 2020 
28 New Zealand Council for Christian Social Services, “Dignity and Mana through Lifting Incomes and Removing 
Sanctions,” news release, 3 May, 2019, https://nzccss.org.nz/news/2019/05/dignity-and-mana-through-lifting-
incomes-and-removing-sanctions/. 
29 Grant Robertson, “Minister of Finance Wellbeing Budget Speech,” par. 81, accessed 20 December, 2020, 
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/speech/minister-finance-wellbeing-budget-speech. 
30 Welfare Expert Advisory Group, Whakamana Tāngata—Restoring Dignity to Social Security in New Zealand, 57. 
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It was evident from the experiences presented in the previous three chapters that people 
were not living lives of dignity. However, in chapter 8, participants commented on how 
there should be gratitude for the fact that social welfare exists at all in A/NZ: akin to 
mouldy bread, it is still “something,” seemingly making it harder for people to feel they 
can complain, especially when beneficiaries stand accused of “using” the system and 
being undeserving of any such support in the first place. Also, as with food charity, 
there was a sense of Othering within the social welfare system; an “us and them” 
mentality with the general populace. This disconnection led to a decrease in empathy 
and even resentment, but more so for those on social welfare; with food charity, the 
public was at least able to feel good about themselves for their own contribution—on 
their own terms—and, besides, foodbanks involve the giving of “waste” food, not 
“hard-earned cash.” 
In light of the fact that the majority of the participants for this research were 
beneficiaries (see appendix B), clearly, if the social welfare they received was 
financially adequate, their ability to partake in social life and their well-being would be 
significantly enhanced, and their need to obtain food parcels diminished. Such 
experiences are plainly an indictment of A/NZ’s economic and social policies. In order 
to promote a dignified standard of living, the financial support provided would have to 
allow them not only access to adequate food in a socially acceptable manner but to 
adequate health care, legal assistance, and social services, as well as the ability to 
participate in political life and community activities. 
Instead, the responsibilisation of hunger has helped justify people living in the 
precarious, sub-standard conditions described in chapter 6, which included an inability 
to save and need to buy low-quality food—there were even examples of people not 
eating for days. Households had been left in perpetual hardship; no slack or room to 
fail.31 As money ran low, food was consistently one of the first items to go: “you find 
then that food is then kind of bottom of the list; you have rent and other bills” [Mike 
(57/m/P)]. 
 
31 Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir, Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much (New York, USA: Henry 
Holt and Company, 2013). 
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In line with chapter 2 and hunger responsibilisation discussed above, this state of affairs 
appeared to be deemed acceptable, both by society as a whole (chapter 3) and by the 
participants themselves (chapter 8). People had been made to socially pay for their 
poverty through their bad circumstances, and also through their WINZ treatment and 
need to obtain food parcels. People clung to the little pleasures they could afford, like 
the company of a pet as shared in chapter 6, but even this was felt unjustifiable. 
It is important to recognise that in A/NZ there is a standard of living, and that is not 
struggling to live a decent life—“You gotta have a bit of enjoyment. Surely this is not a 
Third World country” [Andy (60/m/P)]—it is not living in a state of precariousness. It 
involves being able to have a friend over for kai (food), purchase make-up, go to the 
hairdresser, or own a pet, all without reprimand; in other words, being able to live in 
dignity on par with the rest of society. As described by the Kai Share representative: 
I don’t think everybody should be feeling that they can’t take their kids out for 
an ice-cream or they can’t do nice things: that is actually part of your well-being 
and part of your connectedness. […] Food is what connects people, or helps to 
connect people, and often people feel that they can’t stretch to offer food to 
somebody else; they can’t invite somebody ‘round for dinner, or somebody’s 
had a new baby: they can’t take a cake round to welcome the baby without it 
heavily impacting on them. [Kai Share representative] 
Well-being is not being prioritised; instead, people are excluded, socially, economically, 
and emotionally, and incapable of participating within society. Unlike Michael Joseph 
Savage and the first Labour Government’s attempts at universality in the 1930s (chapter 
3), those living in poverty are cordoned off as inherently different—and defective. 
Stigmas around poverty have been informed and exacerbated by the implementation of 
ill-founded policies, especially around social welfare, as well as a lack of support, 
including in regard to mental health services and housing. What is evident here is how 
punitive welfare policies and deficiencies in assistance increase poverty and assist in 
cultivating a culture of shame and self-blame as discussed in the previous section. 
What could make a difference—social welfare—has not been transformed by the 
current Labour Government, as discussed in chapter 3: the WEAG was particularly 
pointed on the need to increase income levels, which it labelled as undignified and 
unliveable. However, like with the 1992 People’s Select Committee and the Public 
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Health Commission before that—both of which were also commissioned by the state—
their recommendations have been greatly ignored. In chapter 3, I also outlined how the 
government has not used the 2020 budget to raise benefits to liveable levels. This is of 
particular relevance in the context of this research because I would argue that the yearly 
Wellbeing Budget is a potential channel for not only addressing domestic hunger and 
increasing human dignity in the lives of many but for realising the human right to 
adequate food.  
9.1.4 Humanising the budget 
In chapter 3, I outlined how the budget signaled a significant shift in policy 
development: that financial welfare is not the main— let alone sole—way in which to 
measure quality of life. In its 2016 Social Report, the Ministry of Social Development 
even connected rights to social well-being, listing adequate food as fundamental. And, 
when discussing the meaning of an adequate standard of living, it quoted the Royal 
Commission on Social Security’s 1972 report, which stated that adequacy means an 
individual not only being able to survive day-to-day life but also participate fully within 
society: “no-one is [...] so poor that they cannot eat the sort of food that New Zealanders 
usually eat, wear the same sort of clothes, [and] take a moderate part in those activities 
which the ordinary New Zealander takes part in as a matter of course.”32 
Food security is described here not simply as having enough food but being able to 
eat—and live—as the “average” Aotearoa New Zealander; it is about having an 
adequate standard of living, i.e., living with dignity, which ties into the core 
components of well-being—equality, fairness, freedom, human needs, and 
acknowledging the rights and/or obligations of citizenship—and the main idea of 
quality of life, which is associated with autonomy, dignity and rights, fair treatment, 
social cohesion, equality, and cultural sensitivity. 
What is noteworthy about the Wellbeing Budget is the connection made to Sen’s 
capability approach, and how this in turn connects to human dignity—and the human 
right to adequate food.  
 
32 Royal Commission of Inquiry Into Social Security in New Zealand, Social Security in New Zealand: Report of the 
Royal Commission of Inquiry (Wellington, NZ: Government Printer, 1972), 62. 
345 
 
As raised in chapter 3, the Wellbeing Budget attempts to encapsulate the capabilities 
approach by shifting the focus of human well-being from solely income, consumption, 
and material measures to one that is multi-dimensional and subjective.33 “Poverty” is 
not simply about lacking possessions but lacking the ability to become and do what one 
feels is essential to leading a “human life.”34  
This sentiment was acknowledged and lived by the participants in this research, 
particularly in chapter 6: there was discussion around the need for opportunities that 
acknowledge the barriers people face. As expressed by Rawiri (49/m/MA): “You give 
the person the capability and the means, he’ll help himself. But if you just trickle him 
with pennies, he’s only gonna survive, and there’s no entertainment involved in that.” 
This is akin to “give a man a fish” logic, the idea being that alleviating poverty involves 
ensuring self-sufficiency. But Rawiri seems to be alluding to beyond simply teaching a 
skill: he appears to be talking about the fact that people are denied the opportunity to 
improve their well-being because the systems in place do not provide them with the 
capacities to enable them to become independent. They thereby become stuck, not 
because they want to be but because they do not have the capacities to change their 
circumstances. This was a point shared by Karen (70/f/MA): “they really need to […] 
be shown a way of lifting themselves up, so they can go and do things for themselves.” 
People had been denied opportunities to improve their well-being because the systems 
in place to assist them had not provided them with the ability to become independent, 
keeping them in a state of dependency. As expressed by the St. Vincent de Paul 
representative, “there is not enough support for people who can’t support themselves.” 
Recipients at this foodbank consisted mainly of those who will never be employable due 
to mental or physical issues; most did not have the skills to support themselves, raised 
in circumstances that had left them unable to do so. 
The capabilities approach is thereby of substantial relevance to the lives of those 
interviewed and the advancement and protection of their human dignity in that it seeks 
to address poverty not simply as a matter of improving people’s resource access but also 
improving their ability—freedom—to use these resources in ways that improve their 
 
33 Hojman and Miranda, “Agency, Human Dignity, and Subjective Well-Being.” 




well-being. Well-being is not measured only by outcomes or resource accumulation but 
by the freedom someone has to choose and what they are able to achieve through these 
choices. Capabilities are concerned with the freedom to choose between real 
alternatives, i.e., those that people value. 
This approach also moves beyond the view that poverty is a personal failing and 
appreciates people as individuals as opposed to national statistics, acknowledging that 
they not only possess different values but different abilities to change resources into 
choices and actions, and thereby stressing the significance of human diversity and the 
need to analyse policies in regard to individualisation.35 In this respect, people are 
listened to rather being told what the “right” choice is or assuming that certain 
incentives will force people into making the “right” choice: “The people have to be seen 
[…] as being actively involved—given the opportunity—in shaping their own destiny, 
and not just as passive recipients of the fruits of cunning development plans.”36 
Understood in this way, the Wellbeing Budget is not only capable of ensuring human 
dignity but of providing a potential opening to discussions in which the human right to 
adequate food could be taken more seriously. The affiliation between the capabilities 
approach and human rights has been widely documented,37 and I would contend that, by 
encapsulating the capabilities approach, there is evidently room for manoeuvre in regard 
to framing initiatives within both human dignity and human rights. 
The Wellbeing Budget presents a significant opportunity to make a difference in the 
lives of those dependent on food charity and change the stark realities related in this 
research, and, in light of the fact that most of them were beneficiaries, addressing the 
recommendations made by the WEAG would be a significant start. However, as 
discussed in chapter 3, this approach is still part of an economic system that shuns 
 
35 Alexander Goerne, “The Capability Approach in Social Policy Analysis—yet Another Concept? REC-WP 
Working Papers on the Reconciliation of Work and Welfare in Europe,” SSRN Electronic Journal, no. 03-2010 
(2010), https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1616210. 
36 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1999), 53. 
37 For example, César González-Cantón, Sonia Boulos, and Pablo Sánchez-Garrido, “Exploring the Link between 
Human Rights, the Capability Approach and Corporate Responsibility,” Journal of Business Ethics 160, no. 4 (2019), 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-018-3801-x; Tristan McCowan, “Human Rights, Capabilities and the Normative 
Basis of ‘Education for All’,” Theory and Research in Education 9, no. 3 (2011), 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878511419566; Polly Vizard, Sakiko Fukuda‐Parr, and Diane Elson, “Introduction: The 




economic, social, and cultural rights in particular, and the lack of action discussed in the 
previous section is indicative of the continued disregard for the well-being and dignity 
of those struggling in the country’s lower socio-economic bracket, keeping them in 
poverty as well as penalising them for it. 
9.1.5 Summary  
Neoliberal principles and state policies have framed human dignity within the win-lose 
binary and portrayed worth as being an external entity that one earns: this reformulation 
has led to an individualistic understanding, culminating in a loss of recognition in the 
worth of others and themselves. The poor are made to feel that they lack worth, 
compounded by social ostracism as the “Other.” 
This has been exacerbated and induced by the downplaying of human rights discourse, 
and the belittling of economic, social, and cultural rights. Within the marketplace, food, 
and social welfare are commodities not human rights, accessible—in socially acceptable 
channels—to those who can afford them, and the responsibility of the individual as a 
self-sufficient, economic being. Hunger has thereby been responsibilised, apparent in 
health-based state initiatives as well as in food charity. 
Those struggling have thereby been left living undignified lives and reliant on 
undignified support. They remain in states of poverty and hunger, despite the 2019 
WEAG report—founded within dignity—laying out what is required to help humanise 
the current system and decrease the need for food charity. With the continuation of a 
lack of state support and poverty stigma—both of which justify the inadequacy of the 
social welfare system—food charity has filled the social vacuum. How it occupies this 
space is what I will evaluate in the following section. 
9.2 Food Charity and Neoliberal Narratives 
The space occupied by food charity reveals a number of tensions. Here, I will consider 
three of them, signifying the two sides of the tension via parenthesis: firstly, in terms of 
food charity’s social (un)acceptability; secondly, in regard to food recipients’ 
(in)dependency; and lastly, in regard to food recipients’ (un)deservingness. 
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9.2.1 Social (un)acceptability    
As outlined in chapter 4, charity has never been socially reputable: attempts to introduce 
soup kitchens—even when hunger abounded—were met with contempt; at the same 
time, however, their openings were a distinguished undertaking, attended by mayors, 
the clergy, and even esteemed gentlemen. Parallels can be drawn with food charity 
today: foodbanks are still socially scorned—particularly by those who feel compelled to 
use them—yet also revered for their work within the community and their opportunity 
for public altruism; A/NZ prime ministers have even been involved in their affairs.38 
As also revealed in chapter 4, the institutionalisation and integration of food charity into 
A/NZ’s social landscape has been in part due to its “official” assimilation into the social 
welfare sector; its major role within waste management; its place within community 
philanthropy; and its adoption by business and own transformation into more business-
like entities. 
In a 2001 report published by the Ōtautahi-Christchurch newspaper, The Press, the 
foodbank situation in the 21st century was compared to that of the 1930s: 
New Zealanders have got used to food banks, but do not view them with 
complacency. The shame of the Depression soup kitchens is too deeply 
embedded in the nation’s consciousness for the present-day form of food relief 
to be calmly contemplated.39 
However, reviewing activities outlined in chapter 4, I would argue that this is not the 
case: in 1996, a rally was held in Ōtepoti-Dunedin’s central plaza—the Octagon—in 
protest of the existence of foodbanks; today, in that same space, the public creates 
attractive displays of canned food to preserve them. What with colouring sheets of 
anthropomorphic tins of spaghetti, as promoted on Watties’ website for their foodbank 
campaign, and can constructions of Cinderella’s pumpkin carriage, “complacency” is 
not the word: foodbanks have become a normalised part of the social landscape. 
 
38 “Tax Policy Food for Thought, Says Key,” The Press (Christchurch, NZ), 28 February 2007; “Focus: Jacinda 
Ardern Visits Buttabean Motivation’s Food Bank,” (New Zealand Focus, 22 September, 2020), video, accessed 22 
December, 2020, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/focus-jacinda-ardern-visits-buttabean-motivations-food-
bank/F72Q47E2ORA7PRV4L27T22B65I/. 
39 “Poverty Pressures,” The Press (Christchurch, NZ) 2001, 8. 
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Reflecting on chapter 4 within the context of the literature review, it would appear that 
this is in part due to food charity’s envelopment into social causes other than domestic 
hunger. I would claim that entrenchment became less insidious and more shameless 
when connections were made with waste and climate change, justifying the existence of 
foodbanks and foodbank subsidiaries, and seeming to transcend the “primary” reason 
for foodbanks, i.e., domestic hunger. The foodbank no longer merely symbolised 
injustices but a way in which to address injustices, rationalising them to the point that 
even participants in chapter 8 expressed apprehension at the disbanding of foodbanks in 
recognition of their food waste management role. They had even taken on the waste 
management role themselves when dealing with rotten food, incurring the cost not only 
financially, in the form of bin bags,40 but emotionally, in the form of guilt at getting rid 
of food given to them for support. In regard to the idea of foodbanks acting as 
smokescreens to state inaction (chapter 2), what came across in this research was that 
this function had been taken on by food rescue organisations and supermarkets, as well 
as in schools, but with the cause of child poverty: Feed the Need’s Pātaka programme 
discussed in chapter 4 was heralded as more dignified than a “normal” foodbank, yet it 
has also hidden the issue of domestic hunger further and within the more morally 
palatable—and therefore potentially harder to contest—realm of the school.41 
However, although food charity has become seemingly more acceptable, the original 
issues it was attempting to alleviate—domestic hunger and poverty—remain less so. For 
instance, that foodbanks and food rescue organisations in A/NZ have been connected to 
Sustainable Development Goal 12.3 (reducing global food waste),42 as opposed to Goal 
2 (ending hunger),43 could be seen as a nod towards the palatability of the issue of waste 
over poverty. I would argue that waste also gives off an air of being comparatively 
easier to address when packaged as the reduction of an end product, especially for the 
 
40 In Ōtepoti-Dunedin, residents must purchase official Dunedin City Council bin bags for kerbside collection or pay 
in monthly instalments for a wheelie bin. “DCC Rubbish Bags,” accessed 22 December, 2020, 
https://www.dunedin.govt.nz/services/rubbish-and-recycling/rubbish-bags. 
41 “Pātaka Programme,” Feed the Need, accessed 21 November, 2020, https://www.feedtheneed.co.nz/what-we-
do/pataka-programme/. 
42 “By 2030, halve per capita global food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reduce food losses along 
production and supply chains, including post-harvest losses.” “Sustainable Development Goals,” Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, par. 4, accessed 16 December, 2020, http://www.fao.org/sustainable-
development-goals/indicators/1231/en/. 
43 “The 17 Goals,” UNDESA, accessed 26 November, 2020, https://sdgs.un.org/goals. 
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individual consumer: it does not involve the messiness of humans in the same 
capacity—although, waste is, of course, very much people involved and more 
politically and structurally complex than simply end product reduction. 
As depicted in chapter 2, food waste is not part of the “foodbank remit,” only food 
rescue. The waste connection is understandably not deemed one that would be of benefit 
to food parcel recipients. The socially palatable reasoning of reducing waste does not 
extend to those who are required to eat it: those who depend on food parcels tell a 
different story—on the ground, food charity remains an undignified way in which to 
obtain food, especially long-term. Food parcel recipients remain outside the normal 
capitalist rationalisations, as expressed by participants in chapter 6: “people feel like 
lesser human beings, because you do, that’s my experience: you feel lesser, like […] 
I’m not contributing; I’m not even able to feed myself and I ought to be able to do that” 
[Iosefa (51/m/SA)]. This comment reflects how the responsibilisation of hunger is 
tightly bound to the social unacceptability of food charity and the indignity of obtaining 
a food parcel; participants in chapter 8 even described the experience as begging, as 
found in other studies reviewed in chapter 2. 
The (un)acceptability of food charity has also been blurred by the “position” it 
possesses within the social welfare system, which was starkly illustrated by the WINZ 
referral. As examined in chapter 7, obtaining a food parcel has become such a part of 
A/NZ society, that foodbanks have become shamelessly enmeshed within the country’s 
social welfare apparatus: when one is poor and unable to access assistance from WINZ, 
one is referred to a foodbank. Participants even spoke of WINZ and foodbanks 
interchangeably. In line with research conducted by Riches and Curtis (chapter 2),44 
foodbanks were seemingly akin to state proxies. Foodbanks’ adherence to WINZ 
referrals could also be seen to enforce this agency’s understanding of (un)deservingness, 
risking “wider political ideologies and practices that subjectify deservingness and 
undeservingness,”45 a narrative that will be discussed further in the following section. 
 
44 Karen A. Curtis, “Urban Poverty and the Social Consequences of Privatized Food Assistance,” Journal of Urban 
Affairs 19, no. 2 (1997); Graham Riches, “Reaffirming the Right to Food in Canada: The Role of Community-Based 
Food Security,” in For Hunger-Proof Cities: Sustainable Urban Food Systems, ed. Mustafa Koc et al. (Ottawa, 
Canada: International Development Research Centre, 1999). 
45 Paul Cloke, Jon May, and Andrew Williams, “The Geographies of Food Banks in the Meantime,” Progress in 
Human Geography 41, no. 6 (2016): 710, https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132516655881. 
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Despite food charity’s apparent acceptance into the social welfare fold, obtaining a food 
parcel remains shrouded in indignity. As revealed in chapter 7, there was indignity in: 
being sent to a foodbank by WINZ; having to prove that the income support they were 
receiving from WINZ was insufficient in order to be “deserving” of food charity; and 
the appreciation that being sent to a charity signalled that they were even beyond the 
help of state welfare—which itself, to some, was akin to charity, a point that will be 
considered further below. 
Whereas the literature reviewed in chapter 2 reasoned that the increased bureaucracy of 
foodbanks was due to a continued increase in those who are hungry and a lack of state 
involvement in addressing domestic hunger, participants in chapter 7 recognised it as a 
result of this WINZ connection: despite remaining part of the voluntary sector, 
participants commented on how foodbanks were no longer set-up as charitable 
institutions and condemned the strict regulations they had to contend with to access 
food.  
The coronavirus-induced recession enabled the state-foodbank bond to become tighter 
still: due to the 2020 March-April level 4 lockdown, over 200,000 more citizens 
required social welfare, either the COVID-19 Income Relief Payment or JobSeeker 
Support, and there was also an increased need in food parcels (chapter 4). As the acting 
Social Development Minister Carmel Sepuloni announced in May 2020, 
About $32 million of the additional funding includes responding to the increase 
in demand for food through food banks and other community food service 
providers as a result of COVID-19. This will include funding for a new bulk 
food distribution network—“New Zealand Food Network” and support for food 
banks and other providers.46 
Granted, the response of a state during a crisis should be—if necessary—food aid. 
However, this is a three-year plan that is focused on food relief rather than long-term 
increased benefit payments.47 This is in stark contrast to the 2002 Foodbank Strategy, 
the goal (at least) of which was to eliminate the need for such food charity provision 
 
46 New Zealand Government, “Supporting Our People as We Rebuild the Economy,” par. 4. 
47 Bonnie Flaws, “Covid-19 Payouts Show Disparity of the Welfare System, Advocates Say,” Stuff, 29 June, 2020, 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/121964192/covid19-payouts-show-disparity-of-the-welfare-system-advocates-say; 
Sarah Robson, “Covid Income Relief Payment Recipients Fare Better Than Those on the Dole, Survey Finds,” Radio 




within the country (chapter 4). I would argue that, with its 2020 strategy, the current 
Labour Government has further institutionalised foodbanks and food rescue 
organisations rather than addressing the real issues already broached the year before in 
the WEAG report.  
Both WINZ and foodbanks are examples of Davis’ “humiliating institutions.”48 There is 
no sense of a façade, as discussed in chapter 2, i.e., that the safety net is working: 
participants’ experiences in chapter 6 revealed that they were aware that being sent to a 
foodbank by WINZ was indicative of a broken system. There was also awareness of the 
fact that the government was not only shirking its obligations but placing undue 
pressure on foodbanks and other charitable organisations. Participants acknowledged 
the unacceptability of food charity, not because of their own shame but on a state level: 
that successive governments should be ashamed of their incompetency. 
WINZ’s involvement presents a severe inconsistency on the part of governments since 
the 1990s: food charity fits within the neoliberal principle of state withdrawal and the 
winner-loser binary, while simultaneously being abhorred for encouraging dependency 
and social inertia. Yet, the state ensures such dependency by WINZ officially sending 
people to foodbanks, and it is the food parcel recipients who bear the brunt of the social 
unacceptability of food charity. Even apparent efforts to decrease foodbank dependency 
with the 2002 Foodbank Strategy seemingly cemented the relationship between social 
welfare and foodbanks further (chapter 4), and it is to this tension—apprehension over 
dependency yet simultaneously creating it—that I now turn. 
9.2.2 (In)dependency and (un)deservingness 
While the above section addressed the social (un)acceptability of food charity within 
society, this section will consider two narratives experienced by food parcel recipients 
within the food charity space: (in)dependency and (un)deservingness. 
As reviewed above, the neoliberal discourses discussed in chapter 2 consolidated 
around the worth and dignity of the self-monitoring, autonomous individual; others 
 
48 John B. Davis, “The Normative Significance of the Individual in Economics,” in Ethics and the Market: Insights 




incapable of possessing such attributes are judged as—and feared judgement of being 
viewed as—irresponsible. 
The destructiveness of dependency and the need for individual self-sufficiency are 
frames of reference that hark back to the colonial days and form cornerstones of 
neoliberal policy. As outlined in chapter 3, the fear of a “culture of dependency” has 
been present since the 19th century and coupled with concerns that the poor would come 
to consider charity an “entitlement,” which, in turn, has justified increased eligibility 
criteria and helped solidify the dichotomy of the (un)deserving poor. This narrative was 
revealed by participants in their treatment as beneficiaries and their questioning in 
foodbanks in chapters 6 and 7, respectively. Reviewing chapters 3 and 4, it is interesting 
to note that the reasons given for increased eligibility, namely donor needs, dealing with 
a scarce resource, and wanting to avoid dependence, have been used to justify both 
social welfare and food charity. 
From chapters 2 to 4, it can be deduced that unconditional support is deemed 
unproductive, a narrative that preserves the (un)deserving narrative and its punitive 
stance. Participants in chapter 7 also expressed the fear that a reason would not be 
deemed “good” enough and therefore the individual in turn would not be “deserving” 
enough: they described instances in which people had even been denied food based on, 
essentially, their behavioural “choices.” One of the foodbank representatives 
interviewed even commented on the moral and ethical challenge volunteers had to face 
in turning someone away if they would not engage. In this respect, it could be argued 
that the social welfare Hard Work-First regime approach (chapter 3) has translated into 
foodbanks in their management of the poor: in order to control their “deviant” 
behaviour.49 
What was also discernible in this research was justification of this narrative in a bid to 
avoid people becoming dependent on charity. As discussed in chapter 7, the increase in 
regulations and registration procedures to deter the culture of dependency had, 
inadvertently, triggered it through the normalisation of food charity and closer 
affiliation to WINZ. Yet, in chapter 6, the experiences revealed how the poverty trap 
 
49 Eileen Oak, “Methodological Individualism for the Twenty-First Century? The Neoliberal Acculturation and 




had reduced people to states of struggle, brought about by the political and economic 
framework and compounded by intergenerational and historical factors, as discussed in 
chapters 2 and 3. Chronic insecurity had led not only to an inability to plan for that day 
but to pursue any future goals, corroding their sense of autonomy. 
Yet, blame for their dependency on food charity had been turned inwards and 
individualised to the point that there was a lack of recognition as to state responsibility: 
dependency on food parcels signalled that one could not be relied upon to make the 
right choice or provide for one’s self or one’s whānau (extended family). Far from 
being simply a blinkered perspective, i.e., laziness around attempting to understand the 
political and economic landscape in which they live, Peacock, Bissell, and Owen 
acknowledged through their interviews, which focused on inequality, that “a socially 
contextualised perspective was interpreted as a self-serving attempt to rationalise or 
justify either failure or personal inadequacy”:50 “When failure results, this can only be 
understood as a reflection of individual merit or effort—to seek to explain it any other 
way is further evidence of one’s own moral and practical deficits.”51  
This research supports that of Peacock, Bissell, and Owen in that it brings to light an 
apparent “loss of collective narratives that can be drawn upon to make sense of the 
world and crucially, to facilitate action and change,”52 tying back to the 
responsibilisation of hunger, the individualisation of human dignity, and an 
unfamiliarity with human rights. As discussed in chapters 2 and 3 and reflected on 
above, this sense of collectivity has been damaged by neoliberal discourses, fortified by 
policies introduced in the ‘80s and ‘90s that saw to the destruction of unions and an 
increase in economic inequality. It is also apparent in the lack of social support, not only 
in regard to benefits but, as revealed in the interviews, other issues including mental 
health and drug addiction. Those who have the least, not only have to contend with the 
least support but with the most berating for needing to seek such support. 
And such reasoning had been intensified within the food charity space. Firstly, by 
evoking the idea of Othering examined in chapter 2, and of socially cordoning off the 
 
50 Marian Peacock, Paul Bissell, and Jenny Owen, “Dependency Denied: Health Inequalities in the Neo-Liberal Era,” 
Social Science & Medicine 118 (2014): 176, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.006. 
51 Peacock, Bissell, and Owen, “Dependency Denied: Health Inequalities in the Neo-Liberal Era,” 179. 
52 Peacock, Bissell, and Owen, “Dependency Denied: Health Inequalities in the Neo-Liberal Era,” 179. 
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hungry, physically and emotionally. As revealed in chapters 6 and 8, Othering had 
socially excluded people; individuals not only possessed less purchasing power 
financially but also in what Brennan and Pettit label the “economy of esteem.”53 The 
experiences revealed how participants had been excluded for being outside the 
workforce and for their dependency on socially unacceptable and humiliating 
institutions, i.e., WINZ and food charities. 
Secondly, food charity had obscured the structural issues at play, which impedes 
independency because it prevents people from appreciating systemic barriers. There is a 
societal shame placed on dependency, which came through the interviews: that they 
should not have to rely on food charity. And they are correct: they should not have to 
rely on food charity. But their outrage was frequently turned inwards. They thereby 
converted what should have been outrage at structural issues into self-blame, a situation 
compounded by their treatment: in chapter 6, it was experienced as life circumstances; 
in chapter 7, as constraints by institutions, predominantly WINZ and foodbanks; and in 
chapter 8, as the limiting of options and choices. As expressed by Sacks, “By turning 
the question, ‘What did we do wrong?’ into ‘Who did this to us?’, it restores some 
measure of self-respect and provides a course of action.”54 
I find dependency an interesting narrative because to ask for assistance is not “bad” in 
and of itself. Notably, when it came to dependency within food charity, the aversion 
was not only having to ask for food but asking for help at all. “Self-sufficiency” is 
clearly not a deplorable neoliberal tenet, and, as Maria (35/f/BRA) raised in chapter 8, 
“dependency” is similarly not a reprehensible anti-neoliberal principle. But the 
interviews revealed that an inability for self-sufficiency and a sense of dependency were 
personal defects: it appeared that much of the indignity expressed by participants was 
rooted within the vilification of dependency. Dependency signalled that they were 
undeserving: if they were more independent, they would be able to budget or could gain 
employment, i.e., be more deserving.  
 
53 Geoffrey Brennan and Philip Pettit, The Economy of Esteem (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2004), title. 




I would argue that it was not the foodbanks themselves that made participants feel they 
were failures for their dependency, or even the charitable component as people 
expressed a similar aversion to WINZ, but the neoliberal culture of individualism 
outlined in chapter 2. As revealed in chapters 3 and 4, this had been incorporated as 
much in the public psyche as in economic and political enterprises. If one appreciates 
that a life of dignity consists of being able to live with autonomy and possess the 
presence of mind to be able to ask for help, neoliberal thinking has essentially 
fragmented and narrowed this understanding by not only focusing on the former 
appreciation but demonising the latter. 
It was these individualising aspects of neoliberal discourse that were particularly 
apparent in the participants’ experiences. Internalisation of the belief that poverty is the 
fault of the individual had even led to, in some instances, a self-fulfilling prophecy: 
narratives of self-blame, undeservingness, and incapability had socially, emotionally, 
and financially stunted people. Internalised neoliberal ideology—its colonisation of the 
mind—could be seen as not only emotionally damaging but economically and socially 
destructive, having a tangible impact on not only well-being but life chances. 
9.2.3 Summary 
In chapter 3, I evaluated political, economic, and social systems in A/NZ using the 
neoliberal narratives outlined in chapter 2. What the lived experiences brought to the 
fore was the internalisation of these narratives, within both the participants’ perceptions 
of society and themselves as members of society who use/have used food charity. And it 
was from these experiences that tensions in the three narratives discussed above—social 
(in)acceptability, (in)dependency, and (un)deservingness—were made particularly 
prominent. 
What became apparent from analysing both the history of food charity within A/NZ and 
the interviews was how food charity has become institutionalised and accepted on so 
many levels: the corporatisation of food rescue organisations; the amalgamation of 
social issues; the sheer size of foodbanks; the involvement of business; the move into 
schools; the array of fundraising activities; and even WINZ’s transformation essentially 
into a foodbank. Blurred lines thereby exist between the accountabilities and 
responsibilities of government and organisations providing food charity—as well as 
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businesses—and the normalisation of this form of assistance. Yet, for those who use it, 
it remains socially unacceptable and they in turn are deemed as such, a point reinforced 
in food charity spaces in which food parcel recipients are not trusted as independent, 
self-sufficient economic beings and the binary of the (un)deserving poor remains 
notably prevalent. 
What can be noted within the interaction of food charity within the wider neoliberal 
socio-economic landscape are clear tensions. In trying to assuage the detrimental 
externalities of neoliberalisation, food charity has also added to these and supported the 
narratives that embroil them, primarily through their increased institutionalisation and 
subsequent bureaucratisation, which, in turn, has had adverse impacts on those 
dependent on food parcels. This evaluation will now serve as the context for the 
following section in which I will appraise these adverse impacts. 
9.3 The (In)Dignity and (Dis)Empowerment of Food Charity 
In chapter 8, I focused particularly on how dignity was and was not experienced within 
food charity spaces. Here, I will evaluate these experiences in conjunction with the 
narratives outlined above and the wider context explored in chapters 3 and 4. 
Specifically, I will consider how food charity has undermined dignity in three main 
ways: the loss of freedom of choice; the loss of rights; and the “need” for gratitude. I 
will consider each issue individually, tying back to the neoliberal narratives elaborated 
on above, the participants’ experiences, and the wider A/NZ context as an example of a 
neoliberal state. I will then move onto the dignity experienced by participants within the 
food charity space, and end with a short analysis of the place of pride within these 
experiences. 
9.3.1 Freedom of choice 
As outlined in chapter 2, freedom of choice is an important tenet of neoliberalism and I 
discussed how it is connected to this ideology’s meaning of human dignity: a decent life 
is the ability to be an active consumer in the marketplace. What is then decidedly overt 
within the food charity space is how a food parcel recipient is not an active consumer: 




Participants’ indignity over their lack of choice featured heavily in chapter 8, especially 
the lack of choice around food and even access to additional services, but also in having 
to attend a foodbank in the first place, tying back to chapter 6 and how poverty 
represents not only a lack of money but opportunities. This research supports studies 
covered in the literature review that observed how choice withdrawal started with the 
need to obtain a food parcel in the first place, and the very basic ability of choosing 
what food to eat.  
Notably, the idea that obtaining a food parcel is a choice, which has even been upheld 
by A/NZ politicians (chapter 4), was not one as readily accepted by participants—unlike 
their internalisation of narratives pertaining to (un)acceptability, (in)dependency, and 
(un)deservingness, most participants made it clear that, although they felt berated for 
obtaining food charity, they did not want to use it; it was not out of “choice” as there 
was no choice to begin with, as ardently discussed by Rawiri (49/m/MA). 
In chapter 2, I discussed Dige’s interpretation of human dignity as autonomy and 
empowerment;55 this is denied by a lack of choice. As raised in chapter 1, food is a 
basic channel through which people can access a sense of dignity: choosing what one 
puts in one’s body is a very intimate process. It impacts not only one’s physical but also 
one’s mental and emotional well-being, which was recognised by the participants in 
chapter 8. As reviewed in the literature, to remove the choice of what people consume, 
what they put into their bodies—what literally makes them who they are—can be seen 
as a fundamental level of disempowerment.56 Therefore, on such a basic level, this lack 
of choice robs people of the autonomy to choose how they live. 
However, in the food charity context, that choice—and variety—were revoked was an 
accepted part of the process, and understandably so: food parcel organisations rely on 
 
55 Morten Dige, Human Rights and Human Dignity by Morten Dige, podcast audio, Think Rights—Danish Forum for 
Human Rights, 45:13, accessed 26 November, 2020, http://thinkrights.dk/podcast-human-rights-and-human-dignity-
by-morten-dige/. 
56 Flora Douglas et al., “Resourcefulness, Desperation, Shame, Gratitude and Powerlessness: Common Themes 
Emerging from a Study of Food Bank Use in Northeast Scotland,” AIMS Public Health 2, no. 3 (2015), 
https://doi.org/10.3934/publichealth.2015.3.296; A. M. Hamelin, M. Beaudry, and J. P. Habicht, “Characterization of 
Household Food Insecurity in Québec: Food and Feelings,” Social Science & Medicine 54, no. 1 (2002), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0277-9536(01)00013-2; Hilje van der Horst, Stefano Pascucci, and Wilma Bol, “The “Dark 
Side” of Food Banks? Exploring Emotional Responses of Food Bank Receivers in the Netherlands,” British Food 
Journal 116, no. 9 (2014). 
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donations and there is a lack of control over what they can provide. In addition, demand 
is such that they have to carefully divvy up the food they have stored. 
However, it could also be argued that the underlying neoliberal narratives of 
(un)acceptability, (in)dependency, and (un)deservingness are present in respect to 
mistrust of the poor to make what are deemed “good” choices. The prescribing of food 
infers that they cannot be trusted to make choices—even basic choices concerning what 
to eat—and are then berated for their lack of independence. The removal of the chit on 
the part of foodbanks, as discussed in chapter 4, and also raised by a foodbank organiser 
in chapter 8, is testimony to this attitude of assumed incapability: withdrawal of choice 
is embroiled in accusations that the poor are feckless and prone to making “bad” 
choices, which is perpetuated by food security policies focused on healthy eating 
(chapter 3). This ignores the reality that people are regularly faced with “bad” options to 
begin with and having to contend with environments that promote “bad” choices. As 
explained by Mila, poverty “is not about options: this is about making the best of bad 
situations, and survival.”57  
The withdrawal of choice raises two further issues. Firstly, people should be respected 
as moral agents: people will make “bad” choices, but respecting that person is allowing 
them the freedom to choose, whether “good” or “bad.” Secondly, more people live in 
poverty due to the systemic issues and historical legacies outlined in chapter 3 than 
because of financial misconduct. Of course, people can get out of the poverty trap; 
social mobility is not impossible. However, as raised in chapter 6, most are born and 
trapped into poverty, lacking the capabilities derived from effective support. For 
instance, in chapter 3, it was apparent that the stratification of hunger across racial lines 
coexists with the wealth gap between Pākehā and Māori: as reflected on by Māori 
participants in chapter 6, the impacts of colonisation and discrimination had added 
further obstacles to their inability to access opportunities. 
Rawiri’s (49/m/MA) experiences in chapter 6 brought to light that poverty not only 
involved a lack of opportunities but a lack of well-grounded opportunities, i.e., 
opportunities that considered the social, emotional, mental, and historical backgrounds 
 
57 Karlo Mila, “Only One Deck,” in Inequality: A New Zealand Crisis, ed. Max Rashbrooke (Wellington, NZ: Bridget 
Williams Books, 2018), 95. 
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of the individual. For him, even when given opportunities, these opportunities were 
superficial because they did not address or even acknowledge the root issues of his 
mental health and addiction. On the surface, he would appear to be secure within four 
walls, but this security was fragile and so he remained in a precarious position and, 
worse still, if—and when in his mind—he “failed,” the onus would be placed on him, 
obscuring all the social and historical components that were at play, including the 
deeper structural issue of discrimination. 
In conjunction with the lack of opportunities, people had been left to struggle, an issue 
described in the first of the interview chapters: people were thereby stuck, not out of 
choice but because they did not feel they were being given the right and effective 
support to change their circumstances. As Karen (70/f/MA) astutely observed in chapter 
6, poverty leaves people unable to afford food and then, without the financial means to 
access a dentist, unable to even consume it, and the social welfare system is there to 
assist with this damage through extraction rather than preventative measures.  
9.3.2 Rights and entitlements 
As discussed in chapter 4, when the old-age pension was introduced in 1898, it was 
feared that people would affiliate Charitable Aid Board assistance as being on par with 
this official government aid, i.e., as an entitlement.58 Fears over foodbank food parcels 
being recognised as an entitlement were echoed a century later by 0800 HUNGRY’s 
Bensemann.59 Yet, through the interviews and participants’ discussions in chapter 7 
around WINZ referrals and foodbanks’ WINZesque parameters, I would argue that it is 
understandable why food charity has been viewed as part of the social welfare system 
and thereby as an entitlement, especially when food parcel recipients have been unable 
to obtain their actual entitlements from the appropriate channels. 
At the same time, the human dignity narrative is warped when food charity is seen as an 
entitlement, and has negative repercussions both for the recipients and those working 
within such operations: in chapter 7, participants reported expecting a service that could 
not be delivered, referring to food parcels as “entitlements” and themselves as “clients.” 
This is of particular concern when one recognises that the situation is quite the opposite, 
 
58 M. Tennant, “Indigence and Charitable Aid in New Zealand” (PhD Massey University, 1981). 
59 “The $12m Christmas Wish,” The Press (Christchurch, NZ), 19 December, 2015, C8. 
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as outlined in the literature review: firstly, the presence of foodbanks can be seen to 
prevent people from exercising their rights to state entitlements, observable not only in 
the fact that participants were reliant on food charity but, as covered in chapter 4, that 
foodbanks and charities in A/NZ specifically provide advocates for individuals to take 
with them to WINZ appointments to ensure that they received all their entitlements 
before being referred to a foodbank. This was also recognised by participants: the idea 
of the “client” was pointed out as ridiculously incongruous in the foodbank setting. 
Ana’s (27/f/MA) comment, “they don’t trust you as a client,” reflects two sides to this 
incongruousness—they will not be regarded as clients with the ability to choose 
because of the lack of trust. 
Secondly, food charity does not and cannot offer the same accountability, which is a 
significant component of what ensures the dignity of a “client.” Based on the literature 
review and participants’ experiences, having a client-focus can instil a sense of dignity, 
and even make recipients feel that they have a voice, but this is a flimsy form of dignity 
because they have no voice let alone rights within this system. Such terminology could 
thereby even be seen to detract from the wider societal pressures that made them need 
this service to begin with.  
I would argue that the focus on food charity not being an entitlement detracts from the 
debate that should be had around food—and social welfare—being a human right. Dr. 
Green’s reasoning (chapter 4), that those who support state assistance are morally lazy, 
completely nullifies the notion of rights,60 and of people being entitled to assistance, let 
alone deserving of it. An impact of this mentality has been a decrease in political action: 
not only action founded on human rights but in general. 
There has also been a decrease in public action. Through examining chapter 4, a point 
of difference between the 19th and 21st centuries appears to be the lack of outwardly 
expressed anger, protest, and demonstration at the continued existence of domestic 
hunger and poverty. For instance, I discussed how the Committee of the Canterbury 
Unemployed were equally if not more vocal than the public about their disdain for the 
compensatory charitable solutions, and demanded their right to work. This call for 
 
60 D. Green, From Welfare State to Civil Society: Towards Welfare That Works in New Zealand (Wellington, NZ: 
New Zealand Business Roundtable, 1996). 
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employment “no matter at what wage” so that they would feel “more like Englishmen” 
reflected a desire for the ability to live a dignified life.61 
I also discussed how the demand for work—and food—erupted into riots in the 1930s in 
response to the detrimental impacts of the Great Depression. Then, six decades on, the 
sudden increase in domestic hunger due to the overzealous introduction of neoliberal 
policies in the 1990s led to nationwide protests and demonstrations. Based on the 
newspaper articles and literature reviewed in chapter 4, these two decades also reflect 
two main moments in which human rights came into the limelight in A/NZ: in the ‘30s, 
they were recognised by the government and used as a foundation for the social welfare 
system; and in the’90s, they were recognised by civil society and accompanied by a 
mass of political action and initiatives centred on human rights and specifically 
economic, social, and cultural rights. Both these periods not only brought domestic 
hunger and poverty to the public’s attention but a large proportion of the public were 
personally having to contend with these issues. Once the majority were again affluent, 
and the queues for food charity less obvious, the topic was no longer deemed politically 
pressing. 
Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland’s retired bishop, Richard Randerson, was directly involved 
in the 1993 Social Justice Statement discussed in chapter 4.62 When asked why he 
thought the political action in the ‘90s had been so pronounced compared to today, he 
explained that the increase in poverty at this time was so severe and unheard of in 
A/NZ, and the actions of Bolger’s government so unprecedented, that it sparked a 
comparable response; today, however, poverty and foodbanks have been normalised.63 
I would suggest that the lack of human rights talk has assisted with the internalisation of 
blame expressed by participants. Most of them did not recognise themselves as citizens 
with rights that should be respected by the state: in chapter 6, I discussed how they 
questioned if the state even had—or should have—responsibility for addressing 
domestic hunger in A/NZ, and, as recognised in the literature, this rationale had been 
exacerbated by the increase in foodbanks and their acceptability into the social 
 
61 “The Unemployed,” Lyttelton Times (Christchurch, NZ), 8 June, 1880, 6. 
62 Brian Davis et al., Social Justice Statement (1993), accessed 20 November, 2020, 
https://nzccss.org.nz/library/research-analysis/What%20is%20social%20justice.pdf. 
63 Richard Randerson, telephone conversation with author, 1 May, 2020 
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framework. Thereby, many took more responsibility for their predicaments than they 
should. 
Yet, there is still evidence of those providing food aid attempting to negotiate the 
increasingly contested space between the immediate need at the grassroots levels and 
the policies and practices that are causing this need through, for example, the ongoing 
publication of data, advocacy, and the voice of the Church, e.g., the Salvation Army. In 
line with Major Roberts’ third role of foodbanks—challenging policies and getting 
action taken on the root causes of poverty64—which was announced at the only Food 
Bank Co-ordinator’s Conference, held in 1994 (chapter 4), organisations running 
foodbanks are working against neoliberal narratives while working within them.  
It could also be argued that food charities try to achieve change on a more grassroots 
level when attempting to understand what the deeper issues are in the lives of those 
approaching them for assistance. Rather than judgement and the maintenance of the 
(un)deserving narrative, the officiousness disliked by William (69/m/P) in chapter 7 is 
arguably advocating independence: it is important to find out the “real” reasons as to 
why an individual requires a food parcel to prevent repeated need. 
But, in reviewing the literature and the participants’ experiences, there is the danger that 
this in fact exacerbated dependency and in turn detrimentally impacted dignity. Firstly, 
in the sense that it gave the impression that people do not know what they want: 
participants in chapter 8 expressed that they just wanted food but felt that this would not 
be deemed an “acceptable” reason. It appears somewhat paradoxical that dependency is 
such a concern, yet people are being told what they need: food in itself would provide 
independence by allowing people to spend money on bills or in simply relieving the 
stress of how they were going to feed themselves or their family. There appears to be 
tensions, therefore, around recognition by those running food charity operations that the 
need for food is only part of the problem and wanting to give further assistance but 
people only wanting their immediate needs met. National politician Peter Gresham’s 
condemnation in the mid-90s over free food enabling people to allocate money to other 
 
64 “Food Banks: Part of the Problem,” New Zealandia (Auckland, NZ), November, 1994, 34. 
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expenses, insinuating that foodbanks are a luxury (chapter 4),65 is absurd: that is exactly 
what it then enables people to do; it expands people’s opportunities for change. 
One could therefore argue that this leaves foodbanks in an unfair dilemma: they attempt 
to look beyond and address the structural issues—as they directly impact the individual. 
Yet, through the interviews, participants’ thoughts as to the role of foodbanks has 
remained very much as charities that provides free food; some did not appreciate the 
wider scope. Instead, as mentioned previously and discussed in chapter 7, there was the 
impression that the questioning was too tightly bound to the (un)deserving narrative. 
In addition, ultimately, the questioning meant that not everyone had the same right to 
the food supplied. It is clearly important that people are not deprived of the assistance 
they need, which means that a certain amount of misuse has to be tolerated. As Sharon 
(58/f/P) described in her interview, “I can understand WINZ [regulations] because so 
many abuse it, but those who don’t abuse it, that don’t know the system, it’s very much 
of a struggle.” And, as raised by Nicole (26/f/P), “not knowing that you’re going to 
walk away with food is scary.” This does not lead to an independent individual: they 
need to be trusted, respected, and heard, not taught and told. However, as previously 
considered, those running food charities are working within food constraints. Therefore, 
that they are blamed for not providing this choice also misses the point: they should not 
be in this situation in the first place. 
As outlined in the literature in chapter 2, some of the procedures, e.g., the questioning 
and regulations, were alleged as being for the sake of the food parcel recipients. But, on 
the back of that, a question that kept reappearing for me was, “Whose dignity is actually 
being preserved?” In chapter 4, it was telling that when, in 1867, there was talk of 
introducing a general tax for soup kitchens in Tāmaki Makaurau-Auckland, this was 
met with disdain; that there was concern over destroying the “virtue” of charity.66 I 
would argue that the withdrawal of choice and rights could be seen as more for the sake 
of the donors—so that they know their food is being divvied out appropriately—while 
the withdrawal of rights and the “need” for gratitude could be seen as more for the sake 
of the volunteers, which will be discussed in the following section. 
 
65 “City Mission Gives Food to 2055 Adults,” The Press (Christchurch, NZ), 25 January, 1996, 2. 
66 “Relief of the Sick and Destitute,” New Zealand Herald (Auckland, NZ), 20 October, 1868, 4. 
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9.3.3 Gratitude and power relations 
There is a hackneyed 16th century proverb used when discussing charity: “Beggers 
should be no choosers, but yet they will: Who can bryng a begger from choyse to begge 
still?”67 It expresses the sentiment that one should be grateful for aid, no matter what it 
is or how it is given; one in need of help cannot dictate the conditions of that help and 
should not complain about its type or quality: be grateful for that which is freely given. 
This ties into the notion of gratitude. When expressed by the majority of participants in 
chapter 8, it appeared that gratitude was debilitating: not asking; not complaining; just 
continuing on as a silent, “self-sufficient” human, stuck in a repetitive cycle. One cannot 
ask for help, but one can give; one should not ask for help, but if one does not, one runs 
the risk of being labelled as proud; one should not complain as others are worse off, yet, 
those in the same boat are equally suffering. In line with the literature, gratitude could 
be seen to mask real need as well as the indignity of the food charity set-up; the inability 
of participants to say what they wanted let alone needed was shrouded by the felt need 
to be grateful, even if the food was mouldy or not what they could eat due to cultural or 
health reasons.  
I would also argue that gratitude kept participants in the socially spurned space of 
dependence, and of struggle and survival as described in chapter 6: feeling the need to 
be grateful for what they had, appeared to have had a paralysing effect, as well as being 
a way in which to accept the difficult situation they were faced with, as will be 
discussed more below, exacerbating their inability to appreciate that they were citizens 
with rights. In addition, the incessant gratitude for charity was inverted because it was, 
in essence, acceptance of state inaction. Following on from the literature review, far 
from being a form of appreciation, gratitude had become a form of deprecation and 
denigration. This could be witnessed when using a human dignity lens: feeling 
“obligatory” gratitude is clearly at odds with feeling that one’s dignity has been 
compromised and, in accordance with that, one’s human right to adequate food. This is 
because one feels the need to at least present oneself as being content with the situation 
and thereby gloss over unacceptable emotions. Of course, foodbank volunteers should 
not have to bear the brunt. Such emotions must be expressed constructively, and 
 
67 John Heywood, The Proverbs and Epigrams (Pittsburgh, USA: Simms, 1867), 131. 
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recognition that one’s human rights are being violated allows for this, revealing the 
accountable actors. 
Without acknowledgment of their innate dignity, which, as covered in chapter 2, has 
enabled people to stand up for themselves and be unapologetic with their demands, 
participants had been left disempowered and, what is more, dependent because they 
lacked a voice: gratitude had thereby kept them stuck, as well as helping maintain the 
system that kept them in that position. This disempowerment has been warped in terms 
of tolerance, which reflected not only the neoliberal need for independence covered in 
chapter 2, but the colonial can-do mentality touched on in chapters 3 and 4. It could be 
argued that the (in)dependence narrative has transformed “standing up for oneself”—
and potentially others who are in the same position—into complaining. A major concern 
is that gratitude, not complaining, feeling the need to control emotions like pride, which, 
in this context, appears to be the remaining “fight back” emotion—the emotion that 
could incite a push for change as will be discussed in the subsequent section—has led to 
restraint. This was compounded by a lack of choices (chapters 3 and 6), the retraction of 
choices brought about by, for example, a lack of mental health support or 
discrimination, and the absence of opportunities for change (chapter 6), as well as 
feeling silenced, and emotionally and physically drained.  
Notably, although the participants did berate WINZ (chapter 7), they did not critically 
interrogate food charity in the same way. Based on the literature and chapter 4, it could 
be in connection to the irreproachability of charity as opposed to its acceptability, and 
therefore perhaps participants felt it was more morally acceptable to berate a 
government agency, while charitable assistance sits above reproach as morally 
untouchable. As discussed above, today, as much as the charitable are abhorred, charity 
as an institution is adored by the public, held in esteem for the work it undertakes. And 
this should be the case, because charity itself is not at fault: the fault lies in the fact that 
those interviewed are having to rely on food charity in A/NZ, a developed state, due to 
government inaction and the detrimental and undignified impacts this has had on their 
lives. 
I would therefore contend that what is missing from this dialogue is an innate form of 
dignity that empowers, and instils agency and a deep sense of worth, as opposed to one 
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born of compassion and from an external source. Instead, the tributes paid to gratitude 
and tolerance shared in chapter 8 appeared to instil a sense of endurance to 
circumstances that people had a right to feel were intolerable, because their dignity was 
being violated, although, there was fortitude—and even dignity—within that resilience, 
just as there was also dignity to be found within the undignified space of food charity. 
9.3.4 Dignity within the foodbank space 
In order to appreciate what I consider to be the main way in which dignity was 
experienced by the participants, I will start by reflecting on the social context in which 
they reside, as discussed in chapters 3 and 4: individualism has been particularly 
pervasive in A/NZ; a go-it alone mentality, focusing on one’s merit to make it, 
compounded by self-blame when one is unable to. On a personal level, as discussed in 
chapters 6 to 8, this had alienated people, leading to isolation, and feelings of 
meaninglessness, powerlessness, and even normlessness in the sense that people found 
engaging with food charity as socially “deviant.”  
Alienation in the form of isolation and loneliness was prominent simply because of the 
openness of people throughout the interviews: all I had asked was that they tell me of 
their experiences obtaining a food parcel, and particularly personal stories were shared 
pertaining to sexual abuse, rape, addiction, and homelessness. Chapter 6 in particular 
revealed how participants did not possess a sense of belonging within society and of 
poverty exacerbating that sense of isolation: for instance, not being able to host people 
because they did not have enough food to offer or being unable to talk about their 
poverty because of the stigma that surrounds it. Within chapters 6 and 8, it became 
apparent that isolation and loneliness had left people to fester in emotional strife caused 
by inequality, economic difficulties, and anxiety over if they and their families could eat 
that day. As Shorthouse explains, “When loneliness is combined with material 
deprivation, the result is toxic. A cycle of worklessness, indebtedness and depression is 
so much harder to escape.”68 
 
68 Ryan Shorthouse, “Loneliness Should Be Recognised as a Signal of Poverty in Today’s Britain,” The Guardian, 26 




In chapter 7, I reflected on how isolation was then exacerbated by the disconnection 
produced by the agencies expected to assist. The vast majority of those interviewed 
were on a benefit and had had negative WINZ experiences, in line with the WEAG’s 
findings. The fact that Sharon (58/f/P) had had to go as far as to induce a heart attack 
(chapter 6) proves how flawed the social welfare system is. As outlined in chapter 6, it 
was clear that before people even approach a foodbank, they are in emotionally 
vulnerable spaces, as outlined by Iosefa (51/m/NZ-SA) in regard to beneficiaries, 
“They’re the most vulnerable people of our society; […] they’re the ones that are really 
struggling to make ends meet and to feed themselves.” 
As previously discussed, food charities are spaces of social exclusion: for instance, 
foodbanks are where one is sent when official sites of social welfare are no longer able 
to assist (chapter 7). Yet, they are also places of dignity, as considered in chapter 8. 
First and foremost, by the fact that such organisations enabled people and their families 
to eat: even if the food was not nutritious or emotionally fulfilling, it curbed the 
immediate sense of hunger, as well as stress and anxiety. However, beyond that basic 
need, the interviews revealed how food charity spaces provided a sense of belonging, 
recognition, and respect: participants reported on how they had felt compassion from 
those running food parcel operations that they had not experienced elsewhere. William’s 
(69/m/P) comment on how he felt on an equal footing to those helping ties into 
Poppendieck’s observation in chapter 2 that food parcel recipients are frequently made 
to “look more like objects of compassion than potential allies”:69 William felt like an 
equal rather than an “other.” 
There was also dignity revealed in being able to give back and taking part. There was 
the ability to contribute and, through that, feel connection, inclusion, and worth. In his 
interview, Mike (57/m/P) had even reflected on the process of receiving a food parcel as 
being a two-way experience (chapter 8): he felt he was giving people the opportunity to 
show benevolence; to reveal their humanity and thereby gain a sense of dignity from the 
exchange.  
 
69 Janet Poppendieck, “Hunger in America: Typification and Response,” in Eating Agendas: Food and Nutrition as 
Social Problems, ed. Donna Maurer and Jeffery Sobal (New York, USA: Aldine de Gruyter, 1995), 27. 
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On reflection, I would argue that this is potentially another reason why there was so 
much angst at the increased bureaucratisation of foodbanks and the WINZ-like 
transformation: food charity had increasingly become a space of judgement and 
mistrust, taking away from the dignity found in the human interactions, and instilling a 
sense of moral, empathetic distance, which, as found in the literature, is already 
reflected in the physical distancing of foodbank layouts. 
As outlined in chapter 4, foodbanks introduced regulations and had regular meetings 
early on—this was even the case with the soup kitchens of the 19th and 20th century. 
However, their subsequent institutionalisation, expedited through their adoption by 
social justice causes other than food relief and more formalised inclusion within 
corporate agendas, is more recent. As reviewed in chapter 7, participants appeared 
unsettled—even riled—by the increased bureaucratisation: the entangling of charitable 
giving with increased questioning had changed the dynamics, especially when 
considering David’s (52/m/P) interview, in which he relayed memories of a more 
relaxed exchange in the 1990s. 
In chapter 2, I discussed Poppendieck’s analysis on how those running foodbanks were 
aware of shouldering government responsibilities to assist those in need, but that it was 
worse to leave such people struggling.70 This bind was focused more on those running 
the foodbanks; this research thereby adds another, more personal layer: foodbanks have 
become more institutionalised and entangled within the bureaucracy of government and 
corporate needs, which has given them access to more food and funds. Yet, in the 
process, the “externality” of human connection has been jeopardised, sullied by the 
mistrust that frames such bureaucracy. 
However, I would add that, if human dignity arises from compassion being shown by 
the giver to the receiver, as discussed in chapter 2, despite the best efforts of those 
involved, arguably even this form of human dignity cannot be present within the food 
parcel approach. It is invalidated by the deep-seated narrative of (in)dependency: that 
one should not ask for assistance as raised in chapter 2, and the colonial mindset of self-
sufficiency discussed in chapter 3. The emotional contexts in which human dignity 
 




could be found in the food charity setting—compassion and vulnerability—have 
thereby been commandeered by the prevalent neoliberal-based ideology. In addition, 
although the sense of dignity that recipients received from being recognised and 
connecting with others is of significant importance and should not be disregarded or 
belittled, it is questionable as to whether it can supersede the indignity that revealed 
itself in their overall experiences of domestic hunger and poverty.  
Yet, to insinuate that those involved in food charity should not make an attempt to inject 
the proceedings with a sense of dignity would be counter-productive, and potentially 
confirm in the minds of those who came for such help that they are worthless, 
especially in light of the fact that participants described harrowing WINZ experiences. 
Normalisation of food charity should be curbed, but not at the cost of further 
dehumanisation and alienation. It was clear from the experiences shared in chapter 8 
that food parcel operations provided a sense of inclusion, and participants felt 
recognised through compassion and were able to procure dignity, however frail.  
Natalie (46/f/P) made an interesting comment in regard to dignity: “why can’t people go 
in and […] just pick what they want, and then, if they want to, they can give back, and 
otherwise they can donate clothes, or they could go and work in a veggie garden or 
something.” While regulations took people’s dignity, being trusted to give back would 
enable a form of restoration, potentially quashing the (in)dependency and (un)deserving 
narratives. It is reminiscent of the Māori koha (gift) economy outlined in chapter 3: 
giving back eventually forms a deeper social connection. It speaks of reliance in terms 
of trust, as well as recognition of one’s ability to contribute. 
9.3.4.1 Pride: A dignity proxy? 
“Thou shalt remember that pride goeth before a fall”71: that was the last of Auckland 
Star reporter Geoffrey Webster’s revamped Ten Commandments for those having to 
 
71 Auckland Star, 7 August, 1965, SS7, W2756, 10/2/1, pat. 4, NA quoted in McClure, A Civilised Community: A 
History of Social Security in New Zealand 1898-1998. The other “ten commandments” were, 
Thou shalt learn all the lurks 
Thou shalt acquire a “good angel” [a landlady who shared scones and gifted socks] 
Thou shalt not give a damn 
Thou shalt watch for “specials” 
Thou shalt buy tripe (it’s cheap) 
Thou shalt settle often for a cuppa 
Thou shalt avoid too many baths 
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live on the cheap in the 1960s. Although arguably all the “commandments” are as 
relevant now as they were 55 years ago, what is most prominent are the last words of 
the final line: “forget pride.” 
Pride as an emotion to possess is not overly discussed in foodbank literature, apart from 
in regard to those in the assisting roles: people taking pride in running foodbank 
operations;72 volunteers, in giving their time and energy;73 and businesses, through their 
donations and charity work.74 In chapter 8, it became apparent that those who attend 
foodbanks should not possess pride, however: as also found in the literature, pride was 
detrimental in that it held people back from getting the immediate help they needed. 
In Christian theology, pride is a deadly sin, and, in the context of hunger, it literally 
could be if it prevents someone from obtaining food. Theologians and philosophers 
reserve a special place for this sin as the root of all sin, and humility is prescribed as the 
remedy.75 Both can be seen occurring in parallel in the food charity setting—the need to 
feel gratitude and not to feel pride—and both left people feeling disempowered. 
I would argue that a more empowering attitude would be that described by the Scottish 
philosopher, David Hume. In Book 3 of the Treatise, he writes how “a due degree of 
pride […] makes us sensible of our own merit, and gives us a confidence and assurance 
in all our projects and enterprises.”76 He even upgrades it to a virtue, arguing that a 
certain measure of pride is a “durable mental quality” that is effective and favourable 
both to oneself and to others; it enables an individual to be aware of their own merit;77 
 
Thou shalt roll thine own cigarettes, very thin 
Thou shalt not be ashamed to clothe thyself in castoffs 
72 “Foodbank Geraldton Celebrates Its Place of Pride,” accessed 26 November, 2020, 
https://www.foodbank.org.au/foodbank-geraldton-celebrates-its-place-of-pride/?state=au; Valerie Tarasuk and Joan 
M. Eakin, “Charitable Food Assistance as Symbolic Gesture: An Ethnographic Study of Food Banks in Ontario,” 
Social Science and Medicine 56, no. 7 (2003), https://doi.org/10.1016/s0277-9536(02)00152-1. 
73 Robin Aitken, Why Food Banks Are a Cause for National Pride, UnHerd (2020), accessed 26 November, 2020, 
https://unherd.com/2020/01/why-food-banks-are-a-cause-for-national-pride/. 
74 Caraher et al., “Hungry for Change: The Food Banking Industry in Australia.”; Adrienne C. Teron and Valerie S. 
Tarasuk, “Charitable Food Assistance: What Are Food Bank Users Receiving?,” Canadian Journal of Public Health 
90, no. 6 (1999).  
75 This is because, when motivated by pride—or self-love—an individual seeks their own desire rather than carrying 
out God’s will and blinds them to their weaknesses. Gary E. Roberts, “Pride,” in Developing Christian Servant 
Leadership: Faith-Based Character Growth at Work, ed. Gary E. Roberts (New York, USA: Palgrave Macmillan US, 
2015), 162. 
76 Paul Russell, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Hume (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016), 303. 




in other words, it provides a person with a sense of dignity.On the other hand, an 
individual who lacks pride is more likely to degrade themselves and curry favour with 
others—or even degrade them. Pride can thereby be seen to give the individual a noble 
spirit; it encompasses the esteem of others and, when faced with those who seek to 
demean them, they have a strong sense of self-value with which to preserve their 
dignity. Such pride—self-worth—is important for well-being.78 
Of course, pride can be ill-founded: it can be the sense that one is better than someone 
else, which is how it appears to be repackaged within the neoliberal characteristic of 
competition (chapter 2) and as represented within A/NZ’s Tall Poppy Syndrome 
(chapter 3). 
It is also ill-founded in another neoliberal tenet: having pride in one’s wealth rather than 
one’s worth. Hume explains that there is a difference between having pride in things 
and having pride in one’s character in that the latter holds moral value:  
the sense of nobility, dignity, or generosity shows that pride in character has a 
distinctive role in someone’s sense of [themself] as a virtuous person. [Their] 
pride in character may afford [their] protection of [their] dignity in a way in 
which pride in wealth, for example, does not.79 
And, as Taylor concludes, one should not only uphold pride but a sense of modesty: “In 
the modern society that values justice and benevolence, our sense of humanity, and not 
pride alone, helps us to sustain the importance of human dignity.”80 This ties back to my 
earlier discussion on the significance of recognition and connection within one’s sense 
of dignity. 
On the ground, pride has motivated the cultivation of traits and choosing of actions that 
increase how others within society value and approve of them:81 the LGBTQIA+ pride 
movement is an exemplary embodiment of this empowering meaning. This follows on 
 
78 Tom L. Beauchamp, ed., An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
1998). 
79 Jacqueline Taylor, Reflecting Subjects: Passion, Sympathy, and Society in Hume’s Philosophy (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2015), 149. 
80 Taylor, “Hume on the Dignity of Pride,” 47. 
81 Daniel Sznycer et al., “Cross-Cultural Regularities in the Cognitive Architecture of Pride,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 114, no. 8 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1614389114. 
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from the Greek understanding in which pride is recognised as a form of self-respect; 
Aristotle’s great-souled person worthy of great things.82 
Pride can, therefore, impart awareness of one’s own worth, ensuring that people are not 
treated unfairly. This is a powerful tool. Based on the participants’ experiences in 
chapter 8, I would argue that there is possibly a thin line between pride and dignity, 
especially in the case of food charity: as also found in the literature, poverty-induced 
shame undoubtedly undermined human dignity;83 pride could provide a way in which 
people seek to protect their dignity. I would contend that there should be no shame in 
asking for help, but there should equally be no shame in acknowledging that asking for 
this form of help is not “right.” The sense of “wrongness” has been atomised into 
“pride” when, in fact, it could signify a deeper sense of dignity being stripped away. 
Pride could be thought of as a signal that there are problems with this state-of-affairs: 
attending a foodbank, obtaining a food parcel, are undignified. There is validity in 
feeling that one’s pride is being jeopardised. Yet, when people view their aversion to 
food charity and its (un)acceptability in terms of pride, they are being made to feel that 
they are (entirely) at fault; they are projecting systemic failings as self-blame and even 
self-hate (see figure 26). 
Asking for help should not be acknowledged as a negative act; it should not be shrouded 
in shame. However, in a similar vein, pride should not be shrouded in guilt, thereby 
 
82 Anders Tolland, “A Defense of Aristotelian Pride,” in Johanssonian Investigations, ed. Christer Svennerlind, Jan 
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83 Elaine Chase and Robert Walker, “The Co-Construction of Shame in the Context of Poverty: Beyond a Threat to 
the Social Bond,” Sociology 47, no. 4 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038512453796. 
 
“Just knowing you could have tried, could have done it yourself […] even if they don’t say it, 
you feel like you’re begging unnecessarily or something, yeah.” [John (68/m/P)] 
Yeah, it’s like, the very first time I went […] to the foodbank was like, “I just don’t 
want to be here, I just want to go,” and all that. I just felt so embarrassed, like, “Ah, I 
should be able to make it; I shouldn’t need to be here, to get all this and all that.” But, 
nah, bite the bullet; it’s like, I need help. [Kim (36/f/P)] 
Because I don’t believe that it’s actually okay for people to go to foodbanks. It’s quite 
demoralizing. […] I absolutely loathe it with a vengeance that I think I can’t support 





Figure 26: Self-blame. 
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distorting the sense that one should and can act. Needing to feel gratitude and curb pride 
focuses people’s energy on how they have failed as a neoliberal citizen. The irony is 
that feeling this way prevents them not only from striving for more but feeling as if they 
should not strive for more; it demotivates, disempowers, and instils a sense of 
helplessness.  
Rather than being recognised as an emotion that could bolster and protect dignity and 
self-worth, pride was a barrier; it was regarded as debilitating. Yet, what came across in 
chapter 8 as more debilitating were feelings of humbleness and gratitude, and the belief 
that tolerance was a “virtue” and pride a “sin”; far from being enabling attitudes, they 
brought with them the danger of instilling a sense of tolerance—a make-do mindset—
into situations that should not be tolerated. As reflected on in chapter 6, so many simply 
made-do rather than complained; they had developed an acceptance towards their 
circumstances—making-do could be regarded as form of independence at least, and, of 
course, shows resilience to hard circumstances; it is working within the means one has, 
time-, energy-, and money-wise. But to tolerate, to simply cope, are not stable ways in 
which to exist; by their nature, they should be temporal. “Struggling” and “surviving” 
are not living. 
9.3.5  Summary 
Food charity occupies a complicated space within overarching neoliberal narratives, 
reproducing them while struggling against them. This had led to those interviewed 
enduring undignified procedures, and having their sense of dignity undermined and 
their ability to feel they have worth compromised. Yet, such procedures were presented 
as being carried out for the sake of the food parcel recipient: their choices are 
withdrawn because they will make the “wrong” choices; their rights are discounted 
because they should not regard charity as entitlement; their needs are disregarded 
because they cannot be trusted to know what they require; and their autonomy is denied 
because they should strive for more. Foodbanks are a reflection of the overall lack of 
choice faced by those who are poor on a daily basis; as astutely pointed out by Rawiri 
(49/m/MA) in chapter 6, for the poor, choice is an illusion. 
Yet, as well as a sense of ostracism and worthlessness for needing to use food charity, 
food charity had helped restore dignity—lost due to neoliberalism’s individualistic 
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hijacking—primarily through recognition of people as individuals and as people who 
have something to contribute. However, it was debatable how robust this sense of 
dignity was, highlighting the vulnerability of people who do not possess an inner sense 
of worth, and, at the same time, feel the need to dispel what could empower them.    
9.4 Concluding Thoughts 
With the rise in soup kitchens during the depression eras and foodbanks with the 
introduction of neoliberal policies, A/NZ has followed much the same pattern as the 
USA and the UK. Participants’ experiences were also in line with those reported on in 
studies conducted with food parcel recipients in these and other Western countries, and 
they reflected similar financial, emotional, and psychological reactions to neoliberal 
ideology, particularly around shame in dependency and excessive self-blame for their 
predicaments. 
This research additionally supports the idea that poverty and domestic hunger have been 
normalised in A/NZ, and that attitudes towards those who are poor—and particularly 
beneficiaries—remain decidedly hardened, and, likewise, inequality has been 
rationalised by viewing certain groups as more (un)deserving of support and empathy 
than others. 
Empathy has also been abraded by A/NZ’s colonial “can-do” mentality and continued 
desire to appear a classless society. The merging of the these two notions came across in 
the interviews as an individualistic egalitarianism: “we’re all equal so everyone should 
be able to look after themselves (and not complain).” Therefore, the shame faced was 
both asking for help and lowering oneself to obtaining that help from a charity, i.e., a 
symbol of the lower classes. This could help explain why pride, and the need to quash 
it, was a noticeably prominent emotion in the participants’ interviews. 
The hampering trait of pride has been covered in foodbank literature, and is particularly 
acknowledged for its detrimental impact in preventing individuals from accessing the 
assistance they need. Yet, less has been attributed to the detrimental quelling of it: using 
a human dignity lens and reflecting on the neoliberal narratives covered (chapter 2), 
participants’ struggle to relinquish their pride, as evidenced in this research, was 
prominent not because it was restrictive but because it had to be repressed. Pride was an 
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emotion that they felt were not entitled to feel, and definitely one that they should not 
feel when obtaining a food parcel, tying back to the sense of self-blame experienced 
around personal domestic hunger and poverty, and the retraction of human dignity. 
I would argue that this connects to a lack of recognition in an innate form of human 
dignity—and of human rights: there is that foundation missing in which a sense of 
empowerment could be anchored, i.e., that people have a right to food, as they have a 
right to social welfare and adequate housing. Those suffering in poverty were even 
unable to claim rights they were aware of, i.e., social welfare, due to the stigma and 
indignity of the welfare system. This lack of assertion was magnified by the stunting of 
abilities brought about by the “struggle” of poverty and a welfare system based on 
punitive measures and aggressive policies. It also refers back to the shame of labelling 
oneself as “hungry” or “poor” because such labels signify individual fault, not political 
neglect. 
I would contend that people’s sense of “healthy” pride—their sense of worth—had been 
eroded by neoliberal principles and state policy that has culminated in the 
responsibilisation of hunger. People have been left emotionally, mentally, and 
financially paralysed and unable to leave spaces of shameful dependence, which has 
been exacerbated by dependence not only on social welfare but food charity. 
In the introduction, I highlighted how the A/NZ state had failed as duty-bearer to 
domestically acknowledge food as a human right. What became apparent through the 
interviews was how the shame people bear and the subsequent social exclusion had 
added to their incapability to view themselves as rights-holders, in line with their lack of 
recognition as citizens possessing agency. It is therefore understandable why 
recognition of one’s worth within food charity spaces—however fragile—was so 
welcome. I made my position clear at the start of this thesis: that foodbanks should not 
exist, and especially not as an extension of the welfare system. The raw experiences 
shared by my participants solidified that. Yet, they also made me aware of the 
recognition and connection afforded within food charity spaces, especially when it is so 
absent elsewhere, both within society and other institutions. 
I want to end by stating that, although the focus of this research has been on food 
charity and the (in)dignity connected to it, it is not charity putting people in an 
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undignified position: it is the ongoing lack of appropriate support and political will to 
fully acknowledge and address domestic hunger by consecutive A/NZ governments. 
This inaction has assisted in solidifying the neoliberal narratives discussed: not ensuring 
adequate incomes and not recognising that citizens have a human right to adequate food 
and social welfare portrays an acceptability to leaving certain groups to live undignified 
lives. 
In my final chapter, I will consider the significance of using a human dignity lens before 
linking back to my discussion on the human right to adequate food from chapter 1, and 




10 Reflections: The Advantages and  
Unattainability of Food as Human Right 
Hopkins and Puchala recognise that “securing adequate food is one of the oldest 
problems confronting political institutions,”1 and addressing it through food charity is 
not new: it is thought to date as far back as the Babylonians and ancient Egyptians, 
when it was believed that assisting the hungry was needed to access the afterlife.2 
Reaching out to those who are poor and hungry is embedded in different cultures and 
religions: within Christianity, for instance, charity is a high virtue; churches have been 
documented as providing food since late antiquity. When regarding charity through a 
Christian-based lens, it is an expression of love and, therefore, an expression of God: 
charitable giving transcends the giver and the receiver as, through the transaction, both 
receive God’s grace. Those who partake in charity are seen as honourable, high-minded, 
and generous. 
Although food charity continues to play a massive part in society, secular politics has 
markedly shifted the paradigm to one in which poverty and hunger are recognised as 
social and political issues. Food charity takes on a different guise when viewed through 
a lens of social justice: it is not so much a pillar of altruism, as one of inequality. 
10.1  Tensions and Possible Trajectories 
As I disclosed in chapter 1, the standpoint above was a primary impetus as to why I 
undertook this study. It provided the rationale for my choice of research questions to 
explore the converging layers involved in the issue of domestic hunger in Aotearoa New 
Zealand (A/NZ)—the neoliberal socio-economic context, the food charity space, and the 
lives of those that inhabit these. 
From the beginning, I recognised that human dignity is a somewhat enigmatic concept 
with which to understand these layers, particularly due to its philosophical as well as 
historical underpinnings. However, I would argue that there is strength in that 
 
1 Raymond F. Hopkins and Donald J. Puchala, “Perspectives on the International Relations of Food,” International 
Organization 32, no. 3 (1978): 581, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818300031878. 
2 Jay Shafritz, International Encyclopedia of Public Policy and Administration, vol. 4 (New York, USA: Avalon 
Publishing, 1998); Simone Weil, The Need for Roots (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2002 (1942)), 6. 
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enigmacity: it provides a significant subjective shift in how to appreciate social issues 
that are routinely quantified, especially in monetary terms. The well-being approach, a 
focus on child poverty, and the Welfare Expert Advisory Group (WEAG) report all 
provide scope for the delivery of such a subjective understanding of domestic hunger in 
A/NZ and subsequent action founded upon this understanding. 
I also found human dignity to be a powerful research lens because, as outlined in 
chapter 1, I could use it to scrutinise both the administrative and the emotional, and 
thereby consider not only policies, legislation, and regulations, but how these translated 
into the subjectivities of people’s lives and their lived experiences of domestic hunger. 
What shone through was the mass of ideological and emotive tensions involved in and 
around food charity as it resided between the political and the personal. Food charity—
and principally foodbanks—has been adopted by different actors for their own altruistic 
and/or financial reasons within the parameters of neoliberalism. However, it also 
remains outside these parameters, not simply because of its enduring social 
unacceptability, but its anti-neoliberal stance: the foodbank in particular has become an 
emblem of neoliberalisation, but, as a response, it also represents the inability of this 
economic model to ever be completely hegemonic; it is a humane fissure, heightened by 
the continued advocacy for substantial changes in social welfare policies by those 
running charities. 
The contradictions of food charity were experienced by participants, who struggled with 
bureaucratic transformations while appreciating the assistance provided. Yet, as much 
as the foodbank model has been increasingly socially assimilated and normalised, the 
food parcel recipient has remained firmly outside acceptable social boundaries. And, 
based on this, tensions were apparent within participants’ experiences: their justification 
of the neoliberal narratives of (un)deservingness and (in)dependency, together with their 
struggles against the injustices these narratives created. 
10.2  The (In)Dignity of Hunger 
As well as the overarching tensions described above, using human dignity to investigate 
the violation of the human right to adequate food within A/NZ also starkly brought to 
the fore the detrimental impacts that violations of this human right have had on people’s 
overall well-being. The lived experiences also revealed the complexity of people’s 
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understandings of their circumstances, heavily based on entrenched social attitudes 
towards food charity; their own shame towards dependency; and appreciation for the 
assistance, recognition, and feelings of value.  
Socially, hunger has separated and disconnected people from society and kept them 
away from certain places and spaces. Politically, people felt silenced and stigmatised, 
left to contend with a barrage of moralisations, not only at a foodbank or social welfare 
office, but even at the supermarket, thereby preventing them from accessing what they 
were—legally—entitled to.3 Emotionally, indignity was central to most participants’ 
experiences of hunger, emerging as humiliation, shame, embarrassment, and 
powerlessness. There was a double burden: not being able to feed oneself and the 
knowledge that one was stigmatised by society and thereby treated with disrespect, 
contempt, and discrimination. 
My brief overview of the historical context of A/NZ assisted in understanding how and 
why food charity in lieu of adequate state action continues to be the dominant solution 
to domestic hunger in the country: how capitalist principles have moulded not only state 
policies, but public attitudes, impacting how people relate to the idea of food charity 
and those who use it, and to domestic hunger and those who suffer from it. Neoliberal 
policies exacerbated domestic hunger and economic inequality and helped cement such 
attitudes, but they did not cause them: as raised in chapter 3, the state of A/NZ is 
founded upon such ideas. Mistrust of the poor and victim blaming have been present in 
A/NZ since colonisation and the introduction of capitalism, and remain foundational 
social tenets. 
As outlined in the first chapter, following on from these principles, recent successive 
A/NZ governments have wilfully dismissed their domestic human rights obligations—
despite continuing to reaffirm their loyalty to them internationally—along with multiple 
reports, including reports commissioned by the state, that have disclosed the daily 
hardships of A/NZ citizens. With this dismissal, there has been a prevalent sense of 
denial of domestic hunger, and, in line with this, no state effort has been made to 
 




measure the extent of domestic hunger in the country; again, a charity—Auckland City 
Mission—took on this responsibility (chapter 3). 
Just as A/NZ does not have a resource-based excuse for such poverty, it does not have 
one for a lack of economic, social, and cultural rights realisation, which leads one back 
to the lack of elusive political will raised in chapter 1. What also came through strongly 
in both the literature, archived newspapers, and interviews was the existence of 
unfounded values. For instance, despite evidence of economic inequality and 
discrimination, there remained a strong sense of egalitarianism in the country—even 
participants were quick to comment on the lack of social classes in A/NZ—which, 
while a favourable attitude in and of itself, is merely symbolic; an emblem of uncritical 
acclaim as opposed to a reality. 
It is similar to the current welfare system: participants expressed being “lucky” to have 
such a system despite being unfit for purpose. Likewise, participants spoke of their 
luckiness in foodbanks. Food charity along with inadequate social welfare are regarded 
as indulgences, when in fact they are substitutes for justice: far from benevolent gifts 
from the state or social add-ons, the provision of social welfare and food access are 
human rights that the A/NZ state has obligations to ensure are realised. 
To regard someone as possessing human dignity and worth means that assistance is 
provided in the spirit of safeguarding and maintaining that dignity. This means that even 
if the relative poverty is an individual’s fault, in a decent—dignified—society, they 
should not be made to live in an undignified manner, i.e., the poor should not be 
humiliated and made to exist as second-class citizens, whatever the cause of their 
indigence. Ultimately, it does not matter why someone is hungry and/or poor: they have 
a right to be seen, treated equally, and live with dignity. 
10.2.1   Human rights and dignity 
I have not hidden the fact that I commenced this research process with a strong interest 
in a human rights-based approach as one way in which domestic hunger and its 
indignity could be addressed. The dire situations described by food parcel recipients 
were not an unfortunate reality of life, but a human rights disgrace; not a tragedy, but a 
transgression. That people have to rely on food parcels is not simply a moral question, 
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but, in light of the fact that A/NZ is party to treaties pertaining to the human right to 
adequate food, a legal one: consecutive governments are failing in their legal duty to 
care for their citizens. The historical overview alone revealed how long citizens have 
had to rely on food charity, and how long they have not only had their human right to 
adequate food violated, but also their right to an adequate standard of living in 
general—to health, work, and adequate housing—due to state inaction. In reality, it is as 
much the state that has been dependent on food charity, as those who have had to use it. 
Returning to the division of human dignity made in chapter 2, that of an innate, 
inalienable form and an extrinsic, vulnerable form, the stories shared clearly revealed 
damage to and disregard of the latter. Dignity as an inherent part of all, providing an 
inalienable sense of worth, was not entertained in the same capacity. Yet, human rights 
and charity share a belief in the intrinsic worth and dignity of each person: 
ideologically, both are committed to redressing disadvantages and advocate a sense of 
compassion for and duty to others. The dignity brought forth through food charity 
presented this overlap: a strong belief in the intrinsic worth and dignity of all people as 
individuals; a drive to rectify social ills; and a sense of duty and compassion for others. 
But, as George Kent has argued, “dignity comes not from being fed but from being able 
to feed one’s self.”4 In Ōtepoti-Dunedin alone, participants described a wide array of 
places one can go if one requires food—no-one is “starving” in A/NZ. However, a food 
system that is dignified is one in which everybody has guaranteed access to food that is 
nutritious and culturally appropriate, and in which food is acknowledged as a human 
right not merely a commodity, and hunger as an issue of justice, not charity. 
When I asked participants what their understanding of the human right to adequate food 
was (see figure 27 on page 383), the majority recognised its essentiality to survival. 
Participants even equated food to breathing—food was akin to an über right. Even if 
their understanding as to why food as a human right may not have been technically 
framed, the rawness with which those interviewed engaged with the concept 
 
4 George Kent, Freedom from Want: The Human Right to Adequate Food (Washington, USA: Georgetown 
University Press, 2005), 46. 
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demonstrated the accessibility of human rights beyond their narrow recognition as legal 
and political norms. 
I would argue that this is because the human right to adequate food is not only 
concerned with redistribution, but recognition, responsibility, power, and accountability. 
As stated by the Human Rights Commission in a report published in April 2020 in 
response to the 2020 lockdown conditions in A/NZ: 
Human rights do not provide magic solutions to grave crises, but they have a 
constructive contribution to make. They embody values—the importance of 
partnership, participation, protection, safety, dignity, decency, fairness, freedom, 
equality, respect, wellbeing, community, and responsibility—which provide a 
compass for the way forward.5 
 
5 Human Rights Commission, Human Rights and Te Tiriti O Waitangi: COVID-19 and Alert Level 4 in Aotearoa 
New Zealand (Auckland, NZ: Human Rights Commission, 2020), accessed 24 December, 2020, 
 
“Well, everybody needs food; everybody needs food for your survival basically. If you didn’t 
have food, what would you have? So, whatever way it goes, people need food to survive.” 
[Eleanor (66/f/P)] 
“It’s the most important human right.” [Hala (42/f/SYR)] 
“Everyone’s entitled to be able to, or should be entitled to, be able to get food, […] The 
number one thing people need to survive.” [Rebecca (37/f/P)] 
 “Everyone should have that. You shouldn’t have to go without, at all.” [Anahera (49/f/MA)] 
“Well, it’s what keeps us alive. […] Well, water: water’s essential, but we need food to keep 
going for our energy, don’t we? […] Without eating, we would die!” [Natalie (46/f/P)] 
Food definitely should be a human right because you have the right to live. Can you 
live without food? […] And if you have the right to live, then you need food to do it. 
It’s your basic fuel for living. I don’t think you can fully experience the world without 
having your basic needs met. [Maria (35/f/BRA)] 
Everyone’s got the right to live, y’know? It’s our right to eat, it’s our right to live, it 
doesn’t matter who you are, y’know? As long as you’re not abusing […] someone 
else or something like that. I’ve got as much right to live as the prime minister. And 
eat. [Barry (41/m/P)] 
It’s the most basic right. I don’t know if it’s right to call it a “human right” because 
one should think of it as same as breathing. In some countries, food ends up being a 
dream rather than a human right. [Zak (–/m/SYR)] 
People have got to eat, it’s just the way it is, the way we were made, and it’s not even 
a right: it’s just like breathing. Is breathing a right? You just do it. Is breathing a 
right? You just do it: you just eat, you just breathe; it’s beyond that. [Mike (57/m/P)] 
 
 
 Figure 27: Understandings of food as a human right. 
384 
 
The human right to adequate food provides a new conception of domestic hunger and 
challenges the impacts of regressive welfare reform. It achieves this by countering the 
notion that hunger and poverty are shameful social relations and challenges the 
imbalance of power, shifting the burden of responsibility for poverty and denouncing 
the narrative of the responsibilisation of hunger and the notion of (un)deservingness. 
Under the banner of human rights, to be “poor” or “hungry” are not labels of shame, but 
empowerment: an affirming rather than demeaning discourse. 
It reconstructs and strengthens human relationships, countering Othering because it is 
about what people share rather than what separates, providing an underlying 
commonality. It also counters the demonisation of dependency: when an individual 
stands up for their rights, they also represent collective struggles and responsibility, and 
thereby a collective sense of dependency on others to assist in combatting social 
injustices. 
Finally, such an approach centres on the experiences of those affected by social 
injustices. In chapter 1, I stated that I wanted to illustrate the importance of fore-
grounding such experiences, and I have tried to let them guide this research, while being 
aware of my own propensities and perceptions. What was made apparent through the 
interviews was how participants had been made to feel that their voices were not 
valid—or they were unaware that they had a “voice.” I hope that I was able to add to the 
argument, if only in a modest way, that those who rely on food charity are not objects of 
compassion; they are not be pitied and neither are they to be condemned: they are 
fellow human beings who possess agency and have a vital part to play in understanding 
domestic hunger in A/NZ, and it is only through such understanding that this issue can 
be engaged with effectively. 
10.3   Recommendations 
First and foremost, and in line with the premise of this thesis, the voices of those who 
took part in this research need to be heard and fore fronted within discussions, practices, 
and policy on hunger and poverty. It is apparent that, since the soup kitchen period, 






normalisation of foodbanks, as well as increasingly hidden behind campaigns and 
additional causes. 
A/NZ’s historical and cultural background has culminated in a social structure that 
pushes certain citizens to the edges of society, their access and participation in social, 
cultural, and political life severely curtailed. Neoliberal thinking around individualism 
and poverty blame has self-disciplined the poor into silencing themselves by the 
atomisation of shame, and pitted the rest of us against them by portraying those who are 
poor as blameworthy.  
Until we change how we think about poverty, policies and practices aimed at assisting 
the poor will continue to achieve the opposite: we need to define poverty and hunger 
from the perspectives of those who experience it. This is crucial for both the agency of 
the poor and understanding how these issues should be addressed: an approach that 
appreciates the poor as active agents establishes ways in which to understand how 
people make sense of poverty and their circumstances, and it is from these 
understandings that advances should then be made to change A/NZ’s systems, policies, 
and practices. Rather than blaming the poor, focusing on individual change, and 
dismissing their agency, understanding poverty from the perspectives of the poor 
ensures change that they can engage with and truly benefit from. 
Additionally, people need to be heard for the worth they can offer, as well as for their 
own worth: the poor need to be consulted for the expertise they possess about poverty, 
hunger, and their communities. In light of the fact that they solve problems related to 
their own, their family’s, and their whānau’s well-being, those who are poor need to be 
recognised as equally important decision-makers. 
Foodbanks and grassroots organisations are in a position to ensure that the voices of the 
poor are amplified. What came through this research was the importance of shifting 
understanding as to what basic needs are within the food charity space by focusing on 
the relational as much as on the transactional aspects of charity. Food needs to be linked 
to belonging, recognition, and a sense of being valued, for which there needs to be a 
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sensitivity to avoiding practices that generate a sense of blame. A massive part of such 
recognition would be ensuring that those needing assistance feel heard. 
Much effort is placed into ensuring assistance is not long-term through channels that 
stigmatise the poor, e.g., food parcel restrictions, registration processes. A more 
productive way would be through longer-term political channels that defend them. 
There is an urgent need for those running food parcel operations to recognise that, as 
politically charged operations, they have a responsibility to make time in which to take 
part in political action. Ultimately, they are part of the problem, and their focus must 
convert from short-term amelioration of social conditions to their longer-term 
transformation. It is not new to those running such operations that they hinder as much 
as they help: they need to shoulder this accountability.  
Looking across the historical periods, it is evident that food philanthropy has been 
increasingly used to depoliticise hunger to the point that there is no longer any 
significant debate, no moral outrage, and no public protests; donating tins has 
supplanted meaningful action. Yet there is also recognition that the problem is far more 
convoluted: those working within such charities are keenly aware of the dilemmas they 
face within A/NZ’s political, social, and economic context. Within the foodbank 
paradigm, the problem is represented as a need for food, and those working within 
foodbanks have become seemingly trapped within the role of food provision. There 
needs to be a shift within the food charity space as to how the problem is understood 
and thereby how it is addressed. 
Charity has always taken up state responsibilities; always filled a social welfare 
vacuum; always been a replacement for justice. There needs to be an assessment of the 
social norms and laws that set the framework for philanthropy and the moral and 
political dimensions of charity as it sits within capitalism, and an aspiration to social 
conditions that render food charity in its various forms redundant. 
Disappointingly, at present the only organisation in the country to be focused 
specifically on food insecurity has stayed within the status quo, choosing to continue 
down the foodbank track. Admittedly, the sudden increase in immediate need brought 
on by COVID-19 led to a legitimate need for food charity. However, they have been 
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open about choosing not to take a human rights-based stance. When asked why, the 
organisation’s Executive Officer responded, 
Up until now we have been very careful about the language we use as we know 
we wish to be accessible to a wider audience. We have often found some of the 
more technical terms—such as food security—doesn’t help us when we are 
attempting to educate the general public. In the past talking about the human 
right to food has often shut down conversations rather than expanded them.6 
I agree that it is important to use terminology that is understandable and transferrable. 
However, when I attended the hui (social gathering) in March 2019 that led to the 
creation of this collective, I was surprised at how receptive people were when I 
(repeatedly) brought up the importance of regarding food as a human right: it resonated 
with people and made them question their standpoint. 
It is therefore encouraging to see that the Human Rights Commission is actively 
supporting an economic, social, and cultural right, i.e., one not nationally recognised in 
the Bill of Rights Act (BORA), and a component of the right to an adequate standard of 
living in the form of the human right to adequate housing. It follows the Special 
Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing’s final report that concluded that the 
housing crisis in A/NZ is a human rights crisis. The commission has stated that it wants 
to hold the government to account and will conduct a national inquiry on homelessness, 
disabled housing, and people living in substandard homes.7 
Within A/NZ, there needs to be a commitment on the part of the state towards all human 
rights. One foundational way, as raised in chapter 1, would be to include economic, 
social, and cultural rights within the BORA. Due to the act’s lack of political clout, this 
would be not be a panacea, but, as outlined by Amnesty International, including them 
would still provide a significant contribution in a number of ways: it would strengthen 
the possibility of economic, social, and cultural rights inclusion in future legislation; 
encourage policy and administrative action to be in line with economic, social, and 
cultural rights; solidify the state’s claim that it regards all human rights as indivisible; 
and, as the BORA is recognised publicly as being an important component within the 
 
6 Executive Officer, e-mail message to author, 30 June, 2020. 




country’s human rights framework, increase public awareness of these human rights.8 
The continued unwillingness to include economic, social, and cultural rights embodies 
the current recognition and approach to hunger and food insecurity in A/NZ; it justifies 
the inaction on the part of the government and the focus on individual responsibility. 
Although the focus of this thesis was on food charity, it is not about foodbank or third 
sector action and incapability, but state inaction and culpability. The experiences shared 
for this research revealed how the indignity that culminates from this inaction is 
debilitating, intergenerational, alienating, and isolating. It is also beyond the scope of 
charities to address the repercussions of such indignities: despite the dignity afforded 
through recognition and even a sense of purpose, they are incapable of redressing—and, 
more importantly should not be expected to redress—the results of state inaction. For all 
the talk about choices, domestic hunger is the result of governmental and societal 
choices. Decisions are made by those with political power, and policies that lead to and 
exacerbate hunger are a result of social and political relations. In the context of A/NZ’s 
historical response to hunger, this has involved a debilitating stance rooted in colonial 
and capitalist tenets. 
The apparent convenience of food charity has always trumped public opinion of it. 
Social welfare provision has remained rooted in charity because hunger has been 
consistently presented as a problem that is being addressed by charity, even though it is 
not doing so effectively. The bitter irony of this is that it has enabled the core historical 
reasons behind the present issues charity is addressing—the past realities that forced 
individuals and communities into such oppressive situations—to be ignored, 
perpetuating a lack of understanding and reflection. 
As stated at the outset of this thesis, the A/NZ government is more than aware of what 
action it should take: it is simply deciding not to take such action. It is not for a lack of 
policy recommendations, but a lack of political will. Successive governments have even 
commissioned organisations and working groups to research and report back on 
domestic hunger and poverty, and still ignored the tailor-made recommendations 
provided. 
 
8 Amnesty International. New Zealand: Briefing to the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, 48th Session, May 2012. (London, UK: Amnesty International, 2012).  
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History has shown that the voices of the poor and the voices of those working with the 
poor do not generate political will, and, despite growing evidence on poverty and 
hunger, political action has not been commensurate. Yet, this is not a justification for 
apathy—far from it. This should magnify our anger, not diminish it. Failure of the state 
to engage and abide by its obligations should fuel our commitment to ensuring that the 
government has to engage and hear our voices and the voices of those it has silenced. 
10.4   Future Research: Tikanga Māori and human rights 
Following on from this, it is also important to discuss—if only too briefly—the Māori 
context. Mikaere asks, “how well do human rights concepts fit with tikanga?”9 the first 
law of the land, which dates back to when Māori initially connected to Aotearoa: 
Tikanga Māori is based upon a set of underlying principles that have withstood 
the test of time: principles such as whakapapa [lineage, genealogy], 
whanaungatanga [relationships, kinship], mana [prestige, power, authority], 
manaakitanga [respect, kindness], aroha [love, compassion], wairua [spirit, 
soul] and utu [reciprocity, revenge]. While the practice of tikanga was adapted 
over time to meet new contexts and needs, it nevertheless remained true to those 
foundational concepts.10 
A major concern is the imposition of a Western model—infused with particular values 
and world-views—in the name of “support,” which risks silencing indigenous 
approaches or consigning them to the fringes,11 as was achieved through colonisation. 
Hope also argues that human rights are an “inappropriate mode of legitimation”:12 
Māori base their injustices on whakapapa (see chapter 3); human rights are thereby 
“one thought too many” in the sense that the injustice has already been established 
using a Māori worldview.13 To attempt to legitimise injustices using human rights could 
be seen as a way in which to further reject Māori modes of legitimation: for instance, 
colonisation involved serious human rights violations, but, for Māori, this is not the 
 
9 Ani Mikaere, “Yearbook of New Zealand Jurisprudence,” ed. Linda Te Aho (Hamilton, NZ: School of Law, The 
University of Waikato, 2007), 57. 
10 Mikaere, “Yearbook of New Zealand Jurisprudence,” 54. 
11 Robyn Lynn, “Learning from a ‘Murri Way’,” British Journal of Social Work 31 (2001); Mikaere, “Yearbook of 
New Zealand Jurisprudence.” 
12 Simon Hope, “Human Rights: Sometimes One Thought Too Many?” Jurisprudence 7, no. 1 (2016): 126, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2016.1148429. 
13 Hope, “Human Rights: Sometimes One Thought Too Many?” 112. 
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most important aspect; in fact, for some, it could be regarded as insulting to cast their 
history as such. 
A/NZ’s Human Rights Commission has argued that emphasis should be placed not on 
swapping one system for another, but on a symbiotic co-existence.14 There are major 
differences between the systems, however, that might make such synergy difficult.15 For 
example, that the collective perspective is dominant over the individual; that this form 
of condensed power, reined in by rights, does not fit with the sociality of indigenous 
peoples: “communities involved intricate webs of rights and responsibilities that were 
embedded in cultural practices such as ceremonies, naming, gift giving, food sharing 
and socially extended responsibilities for child and elder care”; and that human rights 
tend to emerge in urban contexts, and aboriginal in rural, “where ownership of the 
means of production for subsistence purposes remains viable.”16 
It is clearly beyond the scope of this reflection to provide a satisfactory answer to 
Mikaere’s question, and I would strongly advocate that this as a significant piece of 
future research in the context of human rights in A/NZ. Simply based on what has been 
covered above, a human rights-based approach would significantly change the 
mainstream narrative and shift the power dynamic, thereby potentially allowing for a 
higher appreciation of tikanga Māori within the country’s consciousness. And human 
rights have an evolving nature: although the international legislative framework in 
which they sit gives the appearance of rigidity, it still has the ability to transform with 
the addition of knowledge and through struggles, and such progression derives from 
those who are oppressed, marginalised, and discriminated against.17 Yet, it is vital to 
heed and counter the side-lining of tikanga Māori as the “other.”18 
 
14 Human Rights Commission, Human Rights and Te Tiriti O Waitangi: COVID-19 and Alert Level 4 in Aotearoa 
New Zealand, 8. 
15 Hilary N. Weaver, “Organizations and Community Assessment with First Nations People,” in Culturally 
Competent Practice: Skills, Interventions and Evaluations, ed. Rowena Fong and Sharlene Furuto (Toronto, Canada: 
Allyn and Bacon, 2001). 
16 Peter Kulchyski, Aboriginal Rights Are Not Human Rights: In Defence of Indigenous Struggles (Chico, USA: AK 
Press, 2013), 38, 40. 
17 Anne C. Bellows, María Daniela Núñez Burbano de Lara, and Roseane do Socorro Gonçalves Viana, “The 
Evolving Nature of the Human Rights System and the Development of the Right to Adequate Food and Nutrition 
Concept,” in Gender, Nutrition, and the Human Right to Adequate Food: Toward an Inclusive Framework, ed. Anne 
C. Bellows et al. (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 2016); Flavio Luiz Schieck Valente and Ana Maria  Suárez Franco, “Human 
Rights and the Struggle against Hunger: Laws, Institutions, and Instruments in the Fight to Realize the Right to 
Adequate Food,” Yale Human Rights and Development Law Journal 13, no. 2 (2010): 458. 
18 Mikaere, “Yearbook of New Zealand Jurisprudence.” 
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10.5   Final Thoughts 
While I was writing up my material on the interviews I had conducted prior to 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic was pushing people into—or deeper into—indigency around the 
world. As has already been covered, A/NZ’s March-April 2020 coronavirus-induced 
lockdown resulted in an increase in unemployment and poverty within A/NZ.19 From 
April 2020, there was a legal investigation into the full extent of human rights Aotearoa 
New Zealanders had relinquished due to both lockdown and level 3 regulations.20 It 
ended up being labelled the “most significant impact on human rights in living 
memory” by the government’s Solicitor-General.21 
I would draw two main insights from this: firstly, just as there was a high amount of 
discrimination and inequality before the 2019 Ōtautahi-Christchurch terrorist attack 
brought it violently to the fore (chapter 2), so there were significant impacts on citizen’s 
human rights occurring before COVID-19 struck, as I have made apparent throughout 
this research. This appears to emphasise the lack of acknowledgment of economic, 
social, and cultural rights—and particularly regarding the human right to food, because 
the legal investigation into lockdown conditions did state that certain economic, social, 
and cultural rights had been violated, including the right to work, the highest standard of 
physical and mental health, and education.22 
The second point would be that, as with the 1930s and 1990s (chapter 2), public 
attention towards human rights was again a result of a critical mass of people being 
impacted. However, unlike with the rise in soup kitchens and foodbanks during these 
periods respectively, this time, food charities have been heralded as a longer-term 
solution as they are to be substantially financed by the current Labour Government. 
This has occurred despite the 2019 WEAG report and calls by over 60 charities in 
 
19 Lockdown led to residents having to stay at home except for essential personal movement or go to workplaces if 
employed in an essential service. “About the Alert System,” New Zealand Government, accessed 2 January, 2021, 
https://covid19.govt.nz/alert-system/about-the-alert-system/. 
20 At level 3, people were instructed to stay at home other than personal movement, which included work, school, or 
local recreation, although they should work at home unless it was not possible. New Zealand Government, “About 
the Alert System.” 
21 Amelia Wade, “Covid-19 Coronavirus: The “Most Significant Impact on Human Rights in Living Memory”,” New 
Zealand Herald (Auckland, NZ), 8 May 2020, title, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/covid-19-coronavirus-the-most-
significant-impact-on-human-rights-in-living-memory/LPN56Z3G47KEOKBAP2OQYB6KCI/. 
22 Wade, “Covid-19 Coronavirus: The “Most Significant Impact on Human Rights in Living Memory”.” 
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November 2020 that benefits be raised in anticipation of the Christmas period.23 By not 
acknowledging domestic hunger as a human rights issue, the human rights currently 
being violated are essentially being breached to a greater extent through further 
institutionalisation of food charity. Likewise, soup kitchens came and went with the 
1918 flu pandemic; with the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, foodbanks are being given a 
more permanent position. 
This research only relates the desperate, daily struggles of a handful of people in 
Ōtepoti-Dunedin, but this is presently the brutal reality of potentially 20 percent of the 
population—just over one million people.24 Those relying on food parcels have been 
left to feel the indignities of their realities, when it is society that should feel ashamed 
that food charity continues to be the dominant answer to state inaction. 
The Labour Government’s recent move to spend money on foodbanks rather than 
benefits in response to the COVID-19 pandemic signals a complete lack of respect and 
disregard for those it claims to be aiming to assist. The conclusions of this research join 
the passionate calls made by numerous A/NZ organisations for the state to refocus its 
social welfare policy in order that the human rights and human dignity of its citizens can 
be fully realised. It seems only appropriate to end with the words of one of those one 
million people and the first participant I interviewed for this research: 
The demands on services like foodbanks have been growing exponentially. And 
every year it’s getting worse and worse, y’know? So, there’s clearly a societal 
problem or more than a problem, but there’s clearly, y’know, problems there, 
and that is essentially the role of a government: to regulate, control, and to bring 
in ways of combating disease in the society—the problem. The disease is not 




23 Zane Small, “Jacinda Ardern Disagrees with Child Poverty Action Group’s Accusation of ‘Unjustifiably Slow’ 
Welfare Reform,” Newshub, 30 November 2020, par. 2, https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/politics/2020/11/jacinda-
ardern-disagrees-with-child-poverty-action-group-s-accusation-of-unjustifiably-slow-welfare-reform.html. 
24 With a (provisional) population of 5,002,100 as of May 2020. “New Zealand”s Population Passes 5 Million,” 
accessed 22 December, 2020, https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/new-zealands-population-passes-5-million.  
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Appendix A: Flyers for Food Parcel Recipients 
 
Every year, more than 150,000 food parcels are 
distributed to New Zealanders from all walks of life 
It’s time to hear your stories 
 This project is part of a PhD study that aims to bring attention to the experiences of 
food bank users. You could be an occasional or regular user; in work or currently 
out of work; New Zealand born or an immigrant: your story counts. 
You’ll be invited to take part in a one-to-one interview that’ll take between 1 and 2 
hours and asked to talk about your experiences using food banks. Your 
participation will be completely confidential. 
For your time and effort, you’ll receive $20 cash. 
Please contact Kitty to find out more: 
 foodbankproject@otago.ac.nz 
 
021 0248 1138 [call or text] 
 
This study has been reviewed and approved by the Research Ethics 
Review Board, University of Otago. 
Neke atu i te, tahi rau rima tekau mano nga kete kai 
ka tohaina ki nga tangata o Aotearoa 
Kua tae ki te wā kia rongohia o koutou kōrero 
Ko tēnei kaupapa he wāhanga akoako mō tētahi Tohu Kairangi, e rangahau ana i 
nga wheako o te hunga e haere ake ana ki nga waahi toha kete kai. Mēnā e haere 
ana koe ia rā, i ētahi wā noa iho pea: mēnā kei te mahi koe, kei te kore mahi rānei; i 
whānau mai koe i Aotearoa, he manene rānei koe: he mea nui o kōrero. 
Ka pataihia koe mēnā ka whakaae koe ki tētahi uiuinga i waenga ia a koe me tētahi 
kaiuiui, mō te tahi, mō te rua haora rānei. Ka noho tapu tōu whakaurunga mai. 
Ka whiwhi koe e $20 mō tō taima me tō whakapau kaha. 
Mēnā e hiahia ana koe ki ētahi atu kōrero whakapā atu ki a Kitty: 
 foodbankproject@otago.ac.nz 
 021 0248 1138 [waea, tuku karere mai rānei] 
 
Ko tēnei akoako kua arotakenga kua whakaaetia e te Komiti Rangahau o 































في جميع  طرد غذائي 150,000 أكثر من كل عام يتم توزيع
. أنحاء نيوزيلندا  
 حان الوقت لالستماع لقصتك 
 
  
ء. بنك الغذا استخداملتجارب يهدف للفت األنظار  بحث دكتوراةهذا المشروع هو جزء من   
قصتك  :ت اليهانيوزيلندا أو هاجرولدت في ال عمل حاليا، بعمل أو عندك منتظما أو متقّطعا لبنك الغذاء،  استخدامككون يأن  يمكن
 هي جزء من البحث. 
تك ك. مشارتجاربك باستخدام بنك الغذاءاألسئلة حول  كونبين ساعة الى ساعتين و ستما تستغرق  لمقابلة شخصية سيتم دعوتك
. سريّة تماما  
   دوالر نقدا. 20 يتم دفعلوقتك وجهدك، 
جاء االتصال بكيتي لالستفسار أكثر عن المشروع: الر  
                 foodbankproject@otago.ac.nz 
  
021 0248 1138 
 
 
هذا الدراسة تم مراجعتها و الموافقة عليها من قبل لجنة مراجعة 











THE POLITICAL NATURE OF FOODBANKS 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  My name is Kitty Cresswell Riol and 
I am a PhD student at the University of Otago in the Centre for Sustainability. This 
study is part of my PhD research project. 
 
Please read this information sheet carefully before deciding whether or not you would 
like to take part.  If you decide to participate, I greatly appreciate it.  If you decide not 
to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you and many thanks for considering it.   
 
What is the aim of this research? 
I am interested in foodbanks and NGOs that deal with food insecurity. The main aims of 
this research are to investigate how foodbanks and NGOs operate, and the people who 
are involved in them. 
  
How was I identified and why am I being invited to participate in this research? 
For this research, I am interested in talking to people who work in the foodbank/NGO, 
people who volunteer at the foodbank/NGO, and people who use the foodbank/NGO. 
 
What will I be asked to do? 
To take part in this project, you will be asked to participate in an interview. I will ask 
you about the organisation, your role and experiences within it, and your relation with 
others within the organisation. 
 
How will the data be used? 
The information you provide will primarily be used within a PhD thesis. The 
information may also be used in research publications, such as journal articles, 
conference presentations or books. 
 
How will my privacy be protected? 
To keep everything confidential, files will be given false names and any files that 
contain information that might identify you will be kept in password-protected folders 
on a password-protected computer. Any paper files will be held in a locked drawer in 
my office. Your identity will also be protected through the use of false names and by 
461 
 
getting rid of any information that could identify you from quotations (unless you 
request otherwise). 
Data obtained through the research will be retained for at least five years in secure 
storage. Any personal information held such as contact details or audio recording may 
be destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data derived from the 
research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
Can I change my mind later? 
Yes, you can change your mind at any time during the study. Your decision will not 
affect your standing with the university. Any information you have already provided 
will then be destroyed. You can also ask to review transcripts, alter your responses, or 
add additional information to your contribution at any time.  
What if I have questions, comments or concerns about the research? 
If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me directly and I 
would be more than happy to answer your queries or or discuss any concerns or insights 
you have about the project: 
 
Email: katharine.cresswellriol@postgrad.otago.ac.nz 
Tel.: 03 479 5230  
 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If 
you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the 
Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph. +643 479 8256 or 
email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and 
investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 
 
[Reference Number: 17/171 7 December 2017] 
 
 





THE POLITICAL NATURE OF FOOD BANKS 
CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  
All my questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to 
request further information at any stage. 
I know that: 
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
 
3.  Personal identifying information including audio recordings may be destroyed at the 
conclusion of the project but any raw data on which the results of the project depend will 
be retained in secure storage for at least five years; 
 
4. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 
Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve my 
anonymity. 
 
5. I  (a) agree to my organisation being named in the research,    
  OR 
  (b) require that my organisation remain anonymous. 
 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
............................................................................. ............................... 
                  (Signature of participant)     (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 
                     (Printed Name) 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you 
have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee 
through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph. +643 479 8256 or email 
gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and 
investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 
 






Appendix D: Interview Sheet for Food Parcel Operation Representatives 
 
NAME OF INTERVIEWEE:     DATE 
A.   Foodbank organisation and its users 
1. What is your role within the organisation? 
a. What was your motivation to take on this role? 
2. When and why was this foodbank created? 
3. How does it fit within the wider organisation? 
4. How does the foodbank operate? 
a. Is there a registration process? 
b. What does contact with the users of the foodbank entail? 
c. Is there contact between foodbank users? 
5. What do you see as the main aims of this foodbank? 
6. What are the main principles it abides by?  
7. What are users of the foodbank service referred to as? 




9. How do you think people feel about using the service? 
a. Why do you think they’re your main clients? 
b. Do you notice that they are from a particular background? 
10. What long-term assistance do you provide (including outside referrals)? 
11. What do you see as the future of this foodbank operation? 
B.   The social context 
1. What do you understand by: 
 
a. hunger; 
b. food as a human right; 
c. poverty; 
d. inequality; 
e. hunger as a class issue? 








Appendix E: Information Sheet for Food Parcel Recipients 
 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research. These interviews are part 
of a PhD project that’s looking at foodbanks and people who use foodbanks. 
Before we start the interview, please read through this information sheet 
carefully. After reading it, if you have any questions, comments or worries, 
please let me know. Or, if you don’t want to take part in the research anymore, 
that’s also not a problem. 
What are the aims of this research and why have I been invited to take 
part? 
You’ve been invited to take part in this research because you’re someone who 
uses foodbanks. A lot of research has been carried on foodbanks, but little has 
been done that puts the voices of those using them as the focus. The main 
reason why your experiences are so important is because it’s by listening to 
these other that people can understand why foodbanks are being used and, by 
understanding why, it’s then possible to think about long-term solutions to the 
issues you. 
What will I be asked to do? 
You’ll be asked to talk about your experiences as a foodbank user. For the first 
part, I’ll be using a story-telling approach, which means that you’ll be free to 
simply talk about your experiences rather than me asking you a list of 
questions. However, if you get stuck, I’ll ask you questions that might help. 
After this part is over, I’ll ask your opinion on a few topics. If you don’t 
understand anything at any point, or don’t want to answer, please let me know. 
The interview should take about an hour and will be recorded. After the 




How will what I tell you be used? 
It’ll primarily be used in a PhD thesis. However, it might also be used in 
publications, for example, policy documents, journals, presentations or books. 
How will what I tell you be kept private? 
Confidentiality is very important. In order to make sure that what you tell me is 
protected, I’ll give all files false names and keep these files on a computer that 
uses a password. Any paper files will be put into a locked drawer. 
In order to protect your identity, I’ll give you a false name and, if I use what you 
say word for word in my work, I’ll make sure that no-one will be able to figure 
out that it’s you. 
All the information collected will be kept for five years in a secure place. 
However, personal information, like contact details and recordings of you 
talking, can be destroyed once the research is finished. 
Can I change my mind? 
If you want to have a look at your written out interview, change something you 
said or add something else, you can just let me know. 
You can also decide to stop taking part in the research at any point. Anything 
you’ve told me up until that point will then be destroyed. 
What if I have questions, comments or worries about the research? 
You can contact me with any questions, comments or worries you might have. 
You can call, text or email me. 
Call or text: 021 0248 1138 
Email: foodbankproject@otago.ac.nz 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics 
Committee. If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research 
you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee 
Administrator (ph. +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues 
you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be informed 
of the outcome. 
[Reference Number: 17/171 7 December 2017] 





CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 
I’ve read the Information Sheet and understand what the project’s about. I don’t 
have any more questions. However, I know that I can ask for more information 
at any time. 
I know that: 
1. taking part in the project is completely voluntary; 
 
2. I will be reimbursed with $20 for my time and effort; 
 
3. I can say if I want to stop being part of the project at any time and this won’t 
be a problem; 
 
4. there’s the risk that I might find some of the questions upsetting, but, if I feel 
uncomfortable in any way during the interview, I don’t have to answer the 
question or can finish the interview; 
 
5.  personal information in the audio recordings can be destroyed once the 
project is finished, but any raw data that’s important for the project will be kept 
in a secure place for at least five years; 
 
6. the results of the project might be published and will be available in the 
University of Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand), but efforts will be made 
to protect my identity. 
 
I agree to take part in this project: 
 
............................................................................. ............................... 
              (Signature of participant)    (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 
                    (Printed Name) 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics 
Committee. If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research 
you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee 
Administrator (ph. +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues 
you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated and you will be informed 
of the outcome. 








PROOF OF PAYMENT 








                   (Printed Name) 
 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. 
If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact 
the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph. +643 479 
8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in 
confidence and investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 






Appendix H: Interview Sheet for Food Parcel Recipients 
Participant interview 
Pre-interview 
▪ Why have you decided to take part? 
▪ Have you got any concerns before we begin? 
Interview statement 
I’m interested in people’s experiences using foodbanks. Please tell me about your 
own experiences from just before you began using foodbanks until today. 
What would you want other people to be aware of about your experiences using 
foodbanks? 
Thematic questions 
▪ What do you understand by: 
o hunger; 
o food as a human right; 




o hunger as a class issue; 
o community? 
 
Any comments or questions to add? 
Post-interview 
▪ How did you find the interview? 





Appendix I: Demographic Questionnaire for Food Parcel Recipients 
Post-interview questionnaire 




















Marital status Single 







3. Detailed questions 
 
1. Do you have a paid job? 
Yes   No 
If no, go to question 3 (over the page) 




Yes   No 




3. Are you receiving a benefit? 
Yes   No 








5. And for how long a time? 
 
6. Which New Zealand political party do you connect with most? 
 
 
7. Are you part of any community groups, organisations, unions, etc.? 
Yes   No 
8. If yes, please list which ones. 
 
 
 
 
 
